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As the global refugee phenomenon continues to grow unabated, South Africa still 
receives increasing numbers of refugee applications. This is a result of South Africa’s 
non-encampment policy that allows refugees to self-settle. One of the largest refugee 
groups in South Africa are Somalis, who make up the sixth largest refugee population 
in the world. Somalis have for decades migrated to South Africa and established 
themselves as entrepreneurs. However, studies have not duly accounted for the socio-
economic activities they engage in and the effect these activities have on their 
masculinities. This study fills this gap by interrogating the sustainability of Somali 
refugees’ socio-economic activities and the effect they have on the construction of 
their masculinities in a transnational space.  
Employing qualitative in-depth interviews, data was collected over a two-month period 
from 21 male Somali refugees living in East London, South Africa, and from four key 
informants who work for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the 
International Organization for Migration in South Africa, and a Somali religious leader. 
Subsequently, the collected data were thematically and narratively analysed using 
Creswell’s (2009) six-step data-analysis approach and Creswell and Poth’s (2016) 
narrative-analysis techniques respectively. 
The findings revealed that male Somali refugee livelihoods are precarious, vulnerable, 
and to a great extent appear to be unsustainable in the transnational space of East 
London. Through the use of their social capital, male Somali refugees have created 
enclaves for themselves that are important in creating platforms for livelihood 
strategies, but also act as spaces where they can reaffirm their hegemonic masculinity 
constructs. However, despite what appears to be the unsustainable nature of their 
livelihood strategies, male Somali refugees exhibit signs of resilience. The resilience 
they display assists them to (re)affirm and (re)negotiate their hegemonic masculinity 
ideals, which are weakened by being refugees in exile. The study also uncovered that 
Somali refugee masculinities extend through a medley. On one hand, they exhibit 
marginalised forms of masculinity in public spaces that are linked to their vulnerability 
because of their inadequate human, cultural, and financial capital, as well as their 
exposure to xenophobic violence and discrimination. On the other hand, despite the 
iii 
fragile nature of their masculinities, Somali refugees still exhibit traits of tenacious 
hegemonic masculinities through their resilience and fighting spirit.  
Interestingly, the study revealed that there is an interplay between Somali refugee 
livelihood strategies and their medley of masculinities, which enables them to exhibit 
strong forms of hegemonic masculinity constructs. The inherent resilience in their 
livelihood strategies allows them to (re)shape and (re)negotiate their hegemonic 
masculinity positions in transnational spaces. As a result, male Somali refugees in 
East London engage in informal livelihood strategies in order to fulfil hegemonic 
masculinity ideals. These socio-economic livelihood endeavours exhibit their 
resilience and reinforce their hegemony as breadwinners and providers while gaining 
them masculine respectability in the Somali community. In turn, their intrinsic 
hegemonic masculine positions influence their livelihood strategies as they pursue 
sustainable refugee livelihoods in a transnational space.  
This thesis adds a significant voice to studies on the sustainability of refugee 
livelihoods and refugee masculinities. Ultimately, it presents a critical analysis of 
refugee livelihoods and masculinity literature, which is largely focused on xenophobia 
discourses that tend to locate refugee men as individuals without agency and 
resilience in transnational spaces.   
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INTRODUCING SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS AND 
MASCULINITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA 
1.1  THE BIRTH OF A PROJECT  
In 2017, I was an employee of the Agency for Refugee Education, Skills Training and 
Advocacy (ARESTA), a non-governmental organisation (NGO) based in East London 
and an implementing partner of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR). As the Research, Livelihoods and Advocacy Officer, I was tasked with 
facilitating, monitoring, and evaluating refugee livelihood programmes. As part of my 
duties, I interacted with and assisted many refugees of different nationalities. Somalis 
were the most active nationality in the livelihood programmes, as they had the highest 
number of applications and enrolments for livelihood and skills development 
programmes. They also attended many of the workshops and events hosted by the 
organisation. As a migrant, I understood why Somalis were largely involved with the 
organisation’s programmes – their plight and desire to attain sustainable livelihoods 
while also attempting to integrate into their host communities reverberated a similar 
need within me.  
However, in September 2017, ARESTA suddenly closed down. The organisation’s 
largest funder, the UNHCR, decided against renewing its funding agreement for the 
2018 financial year, due to alleged financial malpractice on the part of the NGO. 
Suddenly I was unemployed, my masculinity construct was considerably weakened, 
and I felt vulnerable. It quickly dawned on me that the beneficiaries of ARESTA’s 
programmes, the majority of whom were asylum seekers and refugees, and 
predominantly Somali (in the Eastern Cape province), would no longer be able to 
access social assistance and livelihoods and skills training programmes. It is well 
documented that Somali society is highly patriarchal, with strong hegemonic 
masculinity constructs (Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016; Naess, 2019). Against this 
background, several questions emerged. With low levels of formal education and 
skills, and without the social assistance and livelihood programmes offered by 
ARESTA, how would male Somali refugees in East London provide for their families? 
How would their inability to provide for their families affect their hegemonic masculinity 
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constructs? Consequently, the concern regarding male Somali refugees’ livelihoods 
and masculinity constructs became the subject of my doctoral thesis.  
A distinction must be made early on between asylum seekers, refugees, and migrants, 
as many South Africans misconstrue these categories. An asylum seeker, according 
to the South African Refugees Act, No. 130 of 1998 (South Africa, 1998:6), is “a person 
who is seeking recognition as a refugee in the Republic”. On the other hand, a refugee, 
according to the UNHCR’s Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of 
Refugees (1951), is described as someone who flees his or her country because of 
persecution, war, or violence. A migrant is any person who has voluntarily moved 
across an international border or moved internally within his or her own country 
(International Organization for Migration [IOM], 2017a). Migrants thus move voluntarily 
from their place of habitual residence, while asylum seekers and refugees are forced 
to move due to apparent threats to their lives. Male Somali refugees are the key focus 
of this study. It is also significant to note that the fundamental difference in South 
African refugee policy compared to other countries is that it allows for the self-
settlement of refugees and not encampment (Department of Home Affairs [DHA], 
1998). This fundamental difference is discussed further in Section 2.4.3.1. 
1.2  SOMALI CULTURE AND ITS PATRIARCHAL NATURE  
A basic understanding of Somali clans, lineage, and kinship systems is important for 
evaluating Somali refugees’ livelihoods and masculinity. It is also significant for this 
study, as it offers a starting point for understanding how Somali masculinities are 
culturally and socially constructed and exalted. Somali culture through Islam promotes 
brotherhood, kinship, and entrepreneurship (Thornton, Ribeiro-Soriano & Urbano, 
2011). Clan and contractual links establish social relations, and the power of kinship 
and agnation (descendants) is compared “to iron or to the testicles”; meaning these 
solid relationships must be maintained (Lewis, 1994:29). Just as pastoralists are 
mutually dependent on their kin for herding and watering animals and for providing 
assistance in times of famine or hardship, so too are kin necessary support systems 
in urban centres, especially after migration and relocation (Lewis, 1994).  
Somali society and religion are highly patriarchal. Men’s leadership roles and 
respectabilities in Somali society are closely linked to their gender roles as fathers, 
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husbands, and heads of households (Kleist, 2010; Naess, 2019). The more children a 
man has, especially male heirs, the higher the man’s social standing and the more 
respectability he gains in Somali society (Karimi, Bucerius & Thompson, 2019). 
Similarly, marriage and fatherhood are key roles for Somali refugee men, as they 
reinforce and strengthen their hegemonic masculinity construct as they are viewed as 
important in Somali culture, regardless of how marginalised they may be as refugees 
(Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016). 
Extensive research has shown that Somali culture is organised around a well-defined 
sexual division of labour. Somali women are expected to produce, care for, and 
socialise children (Hopkins, 2010; Abdullahi, 2017; Mahmoud, 2018), while also being 
subjugated by men (Ali, 2018). The “ideal” Somali man should be socially prominent, 
confident, and physically strong, must have a particular status and position in society 
(Warsame, 2004; Kleist, 2008; Hassan, 2017), and should be able to provide 
resources and security for the family (Ahmed, 2004; Abdulkadir & Abdulkadir, 2019; 
Sobral, 2019). This description of the “ideal” Somali man conforms to the ideals of a 
hegemonic masculinity construct (Connell, 2005; Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 
More importantly, Somali men are expected to engage in socio-economic activities to 
earn an income and provide for their families. Since the advent of the civil war in 1991 
in Somalia, which resulted in the global dispersion of Somalis, a refugee crisis has 
challenged male Somalis’ ability to live up to and fulfil Somali hegemonic masculinity 
ideals of being a breadwinner, being highly educated, being employed, being skilled, 
and entering into marriage and fatherhood (Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016; Markussen, 
2018; Bick, 2019; Naess, 2019). Male Somali refugees who live in South Africa are 
not spared the burden of living up to Somali society’s hegemonic masculinity ideals. 
1.3  A BRIEF BACKGROUND OF MALE SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS 
AND MASCULINITIES 
Several scholars have linked livelihoods to masculinities; where livelihood is 
essentially the means of acquiring the necessities of life. There are several examples 
to this effect from sub-Saharan Africa. A study by Gibbs et al. (2015) in South Africa 
revealed that men moved away from “harmful” aspects of a dominant youth manhood 
towards a form of masculinity where male power is reinforced by their ability to form 
and economically provide and support households. Among the Luo living in the 
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shantytowns of Nairobi, Kenya, Izugbara et al. (2013) found that masculinity was 
constructed in terms of making efforts to provide for one’s family; even if the efforts 
did not translate into much in terms of livelihoods for their wards and family. In other 
words, what qualified one as a man in the slums of Nairobi was the effort one made – 
not primarily the outcome of that effort. Somali men work in exceedingly difficult jobs 
such as in unsafe informal situations, and risk their wellbeing to attempt to provide for 
their families. As a result, male Somali masculinities and gender roles need to be 
understood in a manner that recognises their quest for sustenance. Gender 
expectations and life situations are responsible to some extent for the livelihood 
strategies that male Somali refugees employ and, in turn, the construction of their 
masculinities. 
Due to the protracted civil war in Somalia, many Somali men were displaced to 
Western countries, where they face multiple losses of their livelihoods and social 
positions, which result in them experiencing downward social mobility and an upheaval 
in gender relations with women (Kleist, 2010). Somali refugee men feel that their 
masculine privilege is at risk because of the empowerment of Somali refugee women 
while in exile because the refugee women are able to access more socio-economic 
assistance from humanitarian organisations as they are considered a vulnerable 
group. Abdi’s (2014) study showed that Somali refugee men in Minnesota noted their 
loss of status due to unemployment and the increasing transgressions such as being 
disrespectful by Somali women who had found their “voices” through institutions such 
as the courts, police, and humanitarian organisations in the host country. 
Scholars have long debated the push and pull factors of Somali migration to South 
Africa (Sadouni, 2009; Jinnah, 2016; Thompson, 2017; Pineteh, 2018; Waiganjo, 
2018; Hassan, 2019). The dominant narrative of these scholars is that of potential 
benefits derived in this transnational space. For example, the UNHCR (2015) argued 
that Somali refugee migration to South Africa is in search of sustainable livelihoods 
and capital due to a political economy of opportunity, perceived development, and a 
diverse population. In order to achieve this, Somali refugees settle in urban areas such 
as Johannesburg and Cape Town, which provide access to better healthcare, 
educational systems, economic opportunities (Campbell, 2005b; Jacobsen, 2006; 
Maselwa, 2016), anonymity (Buscher, 2013), socio-economic humanitarian 
assistance, and the possibility of third country resettlement (Mitschke et al., 2011). 
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Third country resettlement is the transfer of refugees from country of asylum to another 
country which agrees to admit them and eventually grant them permanent residence. 
(UNHCR, 2019c). 
Despite their education and experience in their home contexts, Somali refugees in 
South Africa struggle to find formal job employment (Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010). Like 
their counterparts in developed countries, Somali refugees are unsatisfied by their 
attempts to assimilate into the South African society and formal job sector, and end 
up turning to necessity-based entrepreneurship as compared to opportunity-based 
entrepreneurship (Salaff, 2002; Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; Thompson, 2016). Therefore, 
they create employment for themselves (Timberg, 2005; Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; 
Ibrahim, 2016). The ability of Somali refugees to create employment for themselves 
and their compatriots reinforces masculine constructs of having the ability to provide 
for their families while cementing their head of the household status (Gardner & El-
Bushra, 2015).  
However, in the last decade, migrants, and in particular refugees, in South Africa have 
faced a great deal of hostility from locals (McKnight, 2008; Dodson, 2010; Crush & 
Tawodzera, 2014; Solomon & Kosaka, 2014; Masikane, Hewitt & Toendepi, 2020). 
Empirical evidence reveals that attacks on foreigners in South Africa are due to the 
perceived saturation of basic social services and high unemployment rates, which are 
blamed on non-nationals, in particular asylum seekers and refugees as they are a 
vulnerable group of people (Centre for the Study of Violence and Reconciliation, 2008; 
Sharp, 2009; Zihindula, Meyer-Weitz & Akintola, 2017). Male Somali refugees face 
discrimination based on their ethnic and religious background (Jacobsen, 2006; 
Pineteh, 2018). Compounding this situation is the lack of support and unsafe 
environments (townships) in which male Somali refugees reside, which only enable 
them to rely on their insufficient social capital for support (Handmaker & Parsley, 2001; 
Landau, Ramjathan-Keogh & Singh, 2005; Thompson, 2016).  
Masculinities in general are fluid, heterogeneous, plural, context specific, and situation 
dependent. Previous studies have provided important information on how successful 
Somali refugee employment and livelihoods are achieved through the continuous 
(re)negotiation and (re)shaping of their masculine ideals in transnational spaces 
(Warfa et al., 2012; Gilmer, 2017; Mahmoud, 2018). Respectable Somali hegemonic 
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masculinity is buttressed by beliefs of being strong and dominant (El-Bushra & 
Gardner, 2016; Tiilikainen, 2020), as well as the ability to provide for the family and 
clan (Markussen, 2018). On the other hand, male Somali refugees in exile also 
encounter barriers to successful integration, employment, citizenship, financing, and 
quality education and healthcare, which weaken their masculinity constructs (Rae, 
2014; Zetter & Ruaudel, 2018). This results in them exhibiting marginalised 
masculinity constructs, which, when threatened, create alternative social spaces for 
themselves through economic, cultural, communal, and religious associations (Kleist, 
2010).  
Since male Somali refugees make up 52% of the total Somali refugee population 
(UNHCR, 2017a), the gendered aspect of Somali refugee migration to South Africa, 
and East London in particular, must be considered and interrogated. Pessar and 
Mahler (2003) noted how international migration studies over the past century have 
neglected to include the impact of gender on migration. This exclusion of gender in 
migration studies led Pessar and Mahler (2003:812) to develop the “gendered 
geographies of power” framework, which is useful for this study. Their framework is 
designed to examine gender across transnational spaces and is underpinned by three 
fundamental elements. 
The first element is geographic scales, in which gender simultaneously functions on 
multiple social and spatial scales such as the body, the family, and the state, and 
across transnational locations (Pessar & Mahler, 2003). Gender beliefs and relations 
are reaffirmed and reconfigured within, between, and among these particular scales. 
Similarly, for Mahmoud (2018), male Somali refugees struggle to maintain one 
masculinity construct. They continuously (re)configure their gender ideology between 
spaces; when they are in private spaces with their wives and children, they enact 
hegemonic masculinity ideals, but when they are in public spaces such as in host 
communities or when they seek assistance from the state, they enact marginalised 
masculinity ideals. 
The second element is power geometry, which refers to the types and degrees of 
agency that individuals or groups exert with regard to their social location.  
The third element is the social locations component. Social locations refer to the 
various social positions in which individuals find themselves with regard to power 
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hierarchies as a result of their historical, social, economic, and cultural experiences 
that influence how they think and behave. Pessar and Mahler (2003) asserted that an 
individual’s social location is affected by intersectional factors such as their race, class, 
sexuality, ethnicity, nationality, and gender in host social contexts.  
It is now well established in the reviewed body of literature that most male Somali 
refugees live in poverty due to socio-economic conditions in South Africa that provide 
few livelihood prospects for migrants (Sadouni, 2009; Crush & Ramachandran, 2014; 
Abdi, 2017). Despite these socio-economic challenges, there is an increasing influx of 
refugees, and in particular Somali refugees, into this transnational space. The ports of 
entry to South Africa, particularly the Beitbridge Border Post, process thousands of 
asylum seekers and refugee applications every day (Saayman, 2016; UNHCR, 2016; 
Moyo, 2020). The Eastern Cape province of South Africa, in which this study was 
conducted, has seen a substantial rise in the number of refugees over the years 
(Statistics South Africa, 2015). It is also one of the poorest provinces in South Africa, 
with the highest rates of poverty, crime, and unemployment and where 50% of 
households do not have a wage earner (Kajiita & Kang’ethe, 2016). The effects of 
these negative socio-economic and structural factors on Somali refugee livelihoods 
and masculinity constructions are the subject matter of this study.   
1.4  PROBLEMATISING THE MALE SOMALI REFUGEE SITUATION 
It is well established that Somalia is one of the world’s most fragile countries, due to 
nearly three decades of violence and instability (Buscher, 2013; UNHCR, 2017b). This 
is due to insurgent attacks and regional conflicts that have led to political uncertainty 
and high levels of internal displacement in Somalia, which have prevented the 
emergence of a centralised state and a government with control over the legitimate 
use of force (Lindley, 2011; World Bank, 2017). The continued violence has sparked 
a refugee crisis. Somali refugees have swarmed to Kenya’s Dadaab and Ethiopia’s 
Dollo Ado refugee camps, as well as congregated in the enclaves of Somali towns and 
cities, as they embark on perilous journeys to other states and continents in search of 
better livelihoods, security, and protection (Lindley, 2011; Whitaker, 2020). In 
countries such as Kenya, Zimbabwe, and Ethiopia, they usually leave refugee camps 
for the urban areas or seek refuge in countries that do not utilise a camp-based model, 
such as South Africa (Buscher, 2013).  
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Statistics from policy documents reveal some important features of the extent of 
Somali refugee challenges. For example, the UNHCR (2020:20) estimated that 
Somalia has the sixth largest refugee crisis in the world, after Syria, Venezuela, 
Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar, and has the second largest refugee 
numbers in Africa, with a possible 905 100 Somali refugees. The UNHCR’s (2019) 
Global Trends Report estimated that South Africa is home to 27 100 Somali refugees, 
which makes it the fourth largest host of Somali refugees after Ethiopia, Kenya, and 
Yemen. Due to the significant number of Somali refugees who reside in South Africa, 
it is important to investigate and analyse the nature and sustainability of their 
livelihoods, as well as the effect that their livelihood strategies have on the construction 
of their masculinities. 
In light of the foregoing, this study posed the following main research question: 
 How do male Somali refugees maintain their socio-economic livelihoods in East 
London, South Africa, and how does this affect their masculinities? 
The following sub-questions were deemed appropriate:  
 What are the socio-economic livelihood strategies employed by male Somali 
refugees in East London? 
 What are the challenges faced by male Somali refugees in East London in their 
pursuit of sustainable livelihoods? 
 How are Somali refugee masculinities constructed and impacted by the socio-
economic livelihood strategies and challenges they encounter in East London? 
The main research question and related sub-questions served to guide the literature 
review and the formation of an appropriate research approach and methodology.  
1.5  SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY   
The majority of the literature on Somali refugees the world over has focused on their 
psychological wellbeing and the traumatic effects of the civil war on their mental health 
(Bhui et al., 2003; Kia-Keating & Ellis, 2007; Bronstein & Montgomery, 2011; Ellis 
et al., 2016), remittances from the diaspora (Lindley, 2009), refugee youth assimilation 
and belonging in host countries (Spaaij, 2015; Lincoln et al., 2016), refugees’ 
educational experiences in countries of first asylum (Dryden-Peterson, 2016), and 
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their camp experiences (Feyera et al., 2015; Izugbara et al., 2018). The above 
literature scantily mentions Somali refugee livelihoods (including the resilience 
inherent in some of these livelihood strategies) and their impact on the construction of 
Somali refugee masculinities in the diaspora. This study sought to close this 
knowledge gap by focusing on the nexus between male Somali refugee livelihood 
strategies and the construction of their masculinities in South Africa. This study’s focus 
on male Somali refugees was born out of statistics that suggest that the majority of 
migrants globally and in Africa are male (De Haan, 2000; Fan, 2003; Pessar & Mahler, 
2003; United Nations [UN], 2016; UNHCR, 2020) and that male Somalis in particular 
make up 52% of all Somali refugees internationally (UNHCR, 2017b; 2020). 
A significant body of literature on Somali refugees exists in South Africa (Schmeidl, 
2000; Gema, 2001; Steinberg, 2005; Amisi, 2006; Landau, 2006; Landau & Monson, 
2008; Rugunanan & Smit, 2011; Solomon & Kosaka, 2014; Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 2015; Tawodzera et al., 2015; Crea et al., 2016). 
Similar studies focused on livelihood strategies and risks faced by Somalis in 
Johannesburg (Jinnah, 2010), gender relations between Somalis and South African 
citizens (Shaffer, 2012), xenophobic violence and how it affects Somali shop owners 
(Vahed & Desai, 2013; Piper & Charman, 2016), and the entrepreneurship of Somali 
migrants and shop owners (Gastrow & Amit, 2013; Liedeman, 2013; Ibrahim, 2016). 
In the Eastern Cape province, where this study was conducted, studies were 
conducted on Somali spaza1 shop owners in the villages around Cofimvaba in the 
rural Eastern Cape by Maselwa (2016) and on Somali mothers in Port Elizabeth by 
Meyers (2019).  
Given the above studies that point to Somali migrant livelihoods in South Africa, this 
study sought to narrow the knowledge gap by investigating male Somali refugee 
livelihoods in relation to their masculinity constructs in East London, South Africa. This 
is an area where little attention has been given in the context of South African studies. 
This study focused on both Somali refugee livelihood strategies and masculinities 
because Somali communities and Islam are highly patriarchal. As a result, Somali 
refugee livelihood strategies have a direct impact on the men’s ability to protect and 
provide for their families, which affects the masculine respectability they earn, their 
                                            
1  An informal grocery shop or business in South Africa, usually run from home. 
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patriarchal dividend, as well as the construction and maintenance of their hegemonic 
positions in Somali society. Furthermore, this study sought to investigate the presence 
of agency and resilience by male Somali refugees; albeit in the face of numerous 
structural challenges mentioned in previous literature and presently encountered in 
host communities and from the state.  
This study is important due to its contribution to the body of knowledge around Somali 
refugee migration, the strategies male Somali refugees employ in pursuit of 
sustainable livelihoods, and how these livelihood strategies shape and construct their 
masculine identities in transnational spaces. The notion of transnational space is also 
important to this study because it acts as a bridge between the concepts of sustainable 
male Somali refugee livelihoods and Somali refugee masculinity. This is because the 
idea of space is important in the lives of all migrants, including refugees. For instance, 
once male Somali refugees leave Somalia, heading for East London, South Africa, 
they are in a transnational space that will interact with them in different ways. More so, 
refugees create their own transnational social spaces in their host countries. The 
“production of space” is essential to the politics of identity for refugee populations who 
face social exclusion (Kivisto, 2003). Lefebvre (1991:416) asserted that “groups, 
classes, or fractions of classes cannot constitute themselves, or recognize one 
another, as ‘subjects’ unless they generate (or produce) a space”. Therefore, for male 
Somali refugees, the construction of their own socio-economic social spaces in East 
London assists them to recognise, appreciate, and support one another’s livelihood 
efforts. 
As a result, Somali refugees create their masculine identity based on the relationships 
that they establish through interaction with their social network, which includes friends, 
family members, co-workers, government officials, and ethnic, traditional, and 
religious groups (Jenkins, 2004; Collyer & King, 2014). With increased international 
refugee flows, capital, and information, male Somali refugees can “design their own 
identity” in their new spaces (Easthope, 2009:65). The concept of transnational social 
spaces also benefitted this study in analysing how male Somali refugees establish 
their own identity as entrepreneurs, breadwinners, fathers, and law-abiding citizens in 
the East London space. This, in turn, is useful to this study, as it allows for the analysis 
of the masculinity constructs that they develop and exhibit in both their private spaces 
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(in their family and ethnic community) and public spaces (in host communities) in the 
broader transnational space of East London, South Africa. 
In addition, this study investigated how the state and NGOs such as the UNHCR 
influence male Somali refugees’ pursuit of sustainable livelihoods in East London. This 
study has the potential to influence the review of refugee livelihoods policies in South 
Africa by making policy recommendations that can improve the effectiveness and 
efficiency of current refugee livelihood programmes. Such a policy review can help to 
improve and enhance refugee livelihood programmes, which, in turn, will increase the 
socio-economic livelihood sustainability of refugees in South Africa. 
1.6  STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 
Chapter 2 examines relevant contemporary debates on international migration, in 
particular the refugee phenomenon globally, and specifically in Africa and South 
Africa. The chapter also examines contemporary literature on sustainable refugee 
livelihoods, mainly focusing on Somali refugee livelihoods and their sustainability.  
Chapter 3 critically analyses literature on the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF), 
social capital theories, and masculinity frameworks, which were used to theoretically 
anchor this research.  
Chapter 4 discusses the methodological considerations of the study, including the 
research approach; data-collection and -analysis strategies; sampling methods; 
issues of reflexivity, reliability, and trustworthiness; and ethical considerations.  
Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the findings of the study, which are organised, analysed, 
and discussed thematically. 
Chapter 7 concludes the study by summarising the whole thesis. The chapter 
summarises the findings and discusses how they influence the knowledge of refugee 
livelihood strategies and their effects on the construction of Somali refugee 





REVIEWING REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS AND MASCULINITIES 
LITERATURE 
2.1  INTRODUCTION 
The global refugee crisis over the last two decades has resulted in a significant shift 
in global geo-politics. Conflicts such as the one in Syria has resulted in 6.6 million 
Syrian refugees and a record high 26 million refugees worldwide in 2020 (UNHCR, 
2020). There are increasing attitudes among the more economically developed 
countries to raise barriers or to even close their borders to refugees, which forces less 
economically developed nations to receive the majority of them (Gattinara, 2018; 
Burgoon & Rooduijn, 2020; Walter, 2020). The tightening of immigration systems 
aimed at making it more restrictive for asylum seekers and refugees, while promoting 
anti-Islamic and anti-immigrant rhetoric, has emerged largely because of the rise of 
right-wing nationalist groups (Isaac, 2017).  
The tightening of immigration laws and policies, as well as the rise in anti-immigrant 
sentiments by most countries in the Global North, resulted in refugee livelihoods 
becoming more precarious and vulnerable. Against this backdrop, the purpose of this 
thesis is to investigate the socio-economic livelihood strategies employed by male 
Somali refugees in East London, South Africa, despite the many hardships they face. 
The thesis also investigated the different forms of masculinities that Somali refugee 
men exhibit, as well as the resilience strategies they employ in their pursuit of 
sustainable refugee livelihoods, given this global refugee context. This chapter is 
divided into five sections that provide a review of some classic and contemporary 
literature. The chapter begins by engaging with the discourse on migration, in 
particular forced migration and refugees. It highlights how refugees as forced migrants 
are a product of political instability and not necessarily economic drivers. It reviews 
literature on the refugee phenomenon globally, in sub-Saharan Africa, and in South 
Africa. In doing so, particular attention is paid to the structural challenges that hinder 
sustainable refugee livelihoods.  
The chapter discusses literature on the potential for sustainable and resilient refugee 
livelihoods globally and in South Africa, with particular focus on two variables, namely 
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refugee social capital and refugee masculinity. It is argued that sustainable refugee 
livelihoods cannot be achieved as long as structural impediments and discriminatory 
refugee policies and laws are in place. These exclusionary policies and laws are aimed 
at socially excluding refugees from the labour market while denying them an 
opportunity to integrate into host communities. This negatively affects the social 
cohesion of society. A discussion is presented on how social capital and masculinity 
are useful to refugees as they enable their resilience to livelihood shocks, but are still 
inadequate to fully overcome the structural challenges that self-settled refugees 
experience. This leads to a review of Somali refugee livelihoods in the diaspora and 
in South Africa and highlights the institutional, social, and political contestations and 
obstacles that Somali refugees in particular need to overcome in order for their 
livelihoods to be sustainable.  
In the concluding section, emphasis is placed on the argument that refugee livelihoods 
are continuously at risk and are challenged by structural barriers and social exclusion 
policies. These structural barriers and exclusionary policies hinder refugees’ ability to 
build resilience and socially integrate into their host communities or labour markets, 
including establishing their sustainable businesses.  
2.2  THE CONCEPT OF MIGRATION 
This section briefly discusses the concept of migration as relevant to this study 
because refugees are born from forced migration. Migration is defined by distance and 
time thresholds where the movement has to be longer than a visit or tourism and may 
either be temporary or permanent (King, 2012). A wide range of theoretical models 
have been developed to explain why migration is undertaken by individuals. Although 
the models explain the concept of migration, they utilise fundamentally different 
concepts, assumptions, and hypotheses (Todaro, 1976; Stark, 1991; Massey et al., 
1993; Faist, 2000; Todaro & Smith, 2015). The models on migration have 
shortcomings in that they are centred around economic reasons for migration such as 
improved wages, improved working conditions, increased labour demand in a 
particular place, and increased household income, which minimise risks to family 
income; among others (De Haas, 2010; Munck, 2010; Massey, 2015). Scholars 
neglect to take into consideration that migration may be politically, environmentally, 
and socially motivated, which diminishes the importance of liquidity or the financial 
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ability to migrate (Kurekova, 2011; Piguet, 2018; Fingerle & Wink, 2020). They 
therefore view migration as voluntary. However, the subject of this study is another 
aspect of migration – forced migration.  
A considerable amount of literature currently exists on forced migration. The term 
“forced migration” has been applied to all people who flee their homes because of 
events that threaten their livelihoods and/or safety (Davenport, Moore & Poe, 2003; 
Castles, 2004; Faist, 2018). Forced migration research distinguishes between the 
following types of forced migrants: asylum seekers (conflict-induced), refugees, 
internally displaced persons, environmental-induced displaced persons, development 
and disaster-displaced persons, as well as victims of human trafficking (Benz & 
Hasenclever, 2011). For the purposes of this study, forced migration in the context of 
refugees was considered.  
There is a traditional dichotomisation of migration as forced or voluntary. Forced 
analysis contends that refugees are driven from their home countries by violent 
conflicts, war, human rights abuse and violations, discrimination, and environmental 
disasters (Vietti & Scribner, 2013; Bloch & Dona, 2018), while voluntarist arguments 
assert that migrants freely decide to leave their home contexts (Miller, 2008; Ottonelli 
& Torresi, 2012, 2013). Van Hear (1998) distinguished between voluntary and 
involuntary migration by developing a matrix that explains migration. One axis runs 
from voluntary migration to involuntary migration, while the other axis has five kinds of 
movement –outward, inward, onward, return, and staying put. Van Hear (1998) placed 
refugees who he perceived as having relatively few choices and relatively few options 
at the involuntary end of his continuum. However, Turton (2003) asserts that people 
have more choice than we perceive even at the most involuntary end of the continuum. 
This simplistic voluntary-forced migration dichotomy is problematic. For instance, 
Hathaway (2007) reasoned that by including refugee studies into the extensive 
framework of forced migration research, the specificity of the refugees’ circumstances 
is neglected. Refugee circumstances are defined by social disfranchisement 
combined with the inaction of international organisations to respond to their needs and 
the risk of harm (Hathaway, 2007). Hathaway (2007) further argued that forced 
“migration” scholarship focuses on the phenomenon rather than on the personal 
difficulties, rights, challenges, and needs of refugees themselves as forced “migrants”. 
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Voluntary versus forced migration debates are summed up by the interplay between 
social structures and the agency that individuals possess in order to migrate (Van 
Hear, Bakewell & Long, 2018). This led Richmond (1994) to classify migrants into two 
forms: those with agency and those without agency, such as forced migrants, and 
among them, refugees. Richmond (1994) viewed refugees as having little to no 
agency. In contrast, Turton (2003) points out that the term “forced migrant” results in 
conceptual difficulties that view forced migrants as not having agency while also 
lumping all forced migrants into one category. Turton (2003) viewed forced migrants 
as heterogeneous, and having different alternatives available to them such as wealth, 
connections, and networks. In addition, they are rooted in a particular political, social, 
and historical context. Turton (2003) thus viewed forced migrants as agents who have 
free will and who decide for themselves whether they will migrate, and how and where 
they will migrate to.  
Bakewell (2010) concluded that the debate over structure-agency has thwarted efforts 
to advance a robust and coherent theory of migration. This study was concerned with 
investigating how much agency the participants had with regard to their decision-
making ability to migrate to South Africa, as well as the structural challenges they 
faced during their migration. This study supports Turton’s (2003) assertion that forced 
migrants such as refugees have agency that enables and influences their migration 
decisions, even if it is forced. Of particular concern to this study with regard to the 
agency of participants was the amount and nature of force exerted on them to migrate, 
how much information they had about the migration route and destination, how their 
journeys were financed, and the types of social networks they utilised in order to 
successfully migrate to South Africa.  
It is now well established from a variety of studies that migration theory struggles with 
the voluntary-forced migration and the structure-agency dichotomy. This is an 
important point of departure for this study because it points out the contradiction that 
refugees are perceived as forced migrants with agency to decide for themselves when, 
where, and how they will migrate. This assertion was investigated by this study in order 
to understand the level of agency that male Somali refugees possessed during their 
migration to South Africa. The following section reviews historical literature on refugee 
challenges and measures to mitigate these challenges. 
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2.3  HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES OF REFUGEE CHALLENGES AND 
MITIGATION EFFORTS 
International commitments to protecting the rights of refugees are fairly recent (Kamal, 
2017). After the displacement and upheaval caused by World War I, the world took 
notice of the challenges faced by refugees and international action was instituted 
(Olusola, 2008). In 1951, the UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees was 
established, and adopted to assist the approximately one million refugees who fled 
Nazism, and subsequently communism in Europe (Cohen & Kennedy, 2013). From 
this convention, the UNHCR was established to deal with legal disputes, as well as to 
safeguard the entry and integration of refugees in line with the 1951 Convention 
(Cohen & Kennedy, 2013). The Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees’ 
(UNHCR, 1951:14) most notable contribution was the establishment of a definition of 
a refugee as “a person who flees their country because of a well-founded fear of 
persecution on the grounds of race, religion, nationality, membership in a particular 
social group, or political opinion”. After World War II, the 1967 Protocol Relating to the 
Status of Refugees lifted the geographical and time limitation found in the 1951 
Convention’s refugee definition (Jastram & Achiron, 2001).  
In 1984, a colloquium of distinguished jurists and Latin American government 
representatives adopted the Cartagena Declaration, which added objectively to the 
definition as “persons who flee their countries because their lives, safety or freedom 
have been threatened by generalized violence, foreign aggression, internal conflicts, 
massive violation of human rights or other circumstances which have seriously 
disturbed public order” (Jastram & Achiron, 2001). A total of 141 countries, including 
South Africa, ratified the 1967 Protocol and the 1951 Convention, which was entered 
into force on 22 April 1954 (Jastram & Achiron, 2001).  
Currently, the welfare of refugees is the prerogative of the UNHCR. In addition to 
international protection, the core part of the UNHCR’s work is to find durable solutions 
that assist displaced people to live in dignity and peace while trying to rebuild their 
lives (Sorensen, Van Hear & Engber-Pedersen, 2003; UNHCR, 2017b).  
Durable solutions include local integration, resettlement to a third country or voluntary 
repatriation. Some of the earlier work of the UNHCR included resettling Hungarian 
refugees in Austria in 1954, the establishment of refugee camps in Africa during the 
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decolonisation period (1960s to 1970s), and helping uprooted people in Latin America 
and Asia in the same decades (UNHCR, 2019a). Presently, among the countries 
classified as high income, Turkey hosts the most refugees and asylum seekers in 
Europe, with 3.6 million refugees (UNHCR, 2020). In comparison, Colombia has 
received 1.8 million refugees, while Uganda, which is classified as a low-income 
country, has taken in 1.4 million refugees and asylum seekers. Lebanon, which hosts 
over one million refugees, has the highest ratio of refugees per its total population, 
namely one in seven (UNHCR, 2020).  
Despite its well-intentioned efforts, the UNHCR has received a great deal of criticism 
over the attractiveness and feasibility of these durable solutions, which due to 
geopolitical considerations have varied over time (Sorensen et al., 2003). This has led 
scholars such as Harrell-Bond (1986), who is credited with initiating the field of 
“refugee studies”, to view the role of refugee agencies as imposing aid because of 
their own political and bureaucratic motives. The UNHCR, as an organisation set up 
by the UN, is often constrained in its actions by the geopolitical climate it operates in 
(Morris, 1997; Sorensen et al., 2003). This is evident in the policies it pursued during 
the Cold War, where local integration and resettlement were the norm because it was 
appropriate for the West; however, due to the emergence of nationalist policies, 
repatriation has become the most desired durable solution (Chimni, 2000; Milner & 
Loescher, 2011; UNHCR, 2020). 
Furthermore, the UNHCR’s policy of encampment, which is aimed at ensuring that 
refugees remain close to their country of origin, is viewed as flawed as it restricts the 
free movement of refugees and hinders their potential of achieving sustainable 
livelihoods as the options of local integration, resettlement and voluntary repatriation 
remain a distant dream (Crisp, 2009). The notion that refugees are passive, powerless, 
and poor recipients of aid is problematic (Ghorashi, 2005; Badali, Grande & Mardikian, 
2017). Scholars have highlighted examples of refugees being self-sufficient and 
supporting their families when provided with adequate legal, social, and structural 
support (Belvedere, 2007; Koser, 2007; Black & Oeppen, 2014). Authors such as 
Slaughter and Crisp (2009) have argued that the UNHCR acts to a large extent as a 
“surrogate state” that performs a “state substitute role”, but without the capacity to 
totally substitute a host government. Nevertheless, the roles of the UNHCR and other 
humanitarian organisations are important to this study and were investigated as they 
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influence how male Somali refugees interact with them, as well as the impact they 
have on Somali refugee livelihoods and masculinities. The following section 
respectively reviews literature on the global, African, and South African refugee crisis 
in order to contextualise this phenomenon. 
2.4  THE REFUGEE CRISIS AND ITS EFFECT ON REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS 
The contemporary international spotlight on refugees has once again been given 
prominence by the increase in conflicts in Afghanistan (2001-present), Iraq (2003-
2011 and 2013-present), Syria (2011-present), South Sudan (2014-2019), and, more 
recently, the Rohingya in Myanmar (2017-present), which have led to a record 
increase in forced migration and displaced persons (Black & Oeppen, 2014; Hajiyeva 
& Hajiyev, 2016; UNHCR, 2020). The UNHCR (2020) reported that the number of 
forcibly displaced persons has nearly doubled over the 10-year period between 2010 
to 2019 from 41 million to 79.5 million people, while the number of refugees worldwide 
reached a record high of 26 million in 2019 (UNHCR, 2020).  
Scholarly research on refugees internationally have predominantly focused on themes 
such as the vulnerability of refugees during their migration to a new home, refugee 
integration, and post-resettlement challenges such as mental health disorders, 
documentation and citizenship, high unemployment, and xenophobia (Olsson, 2002; 
Ager & Strang, 2004, 2008; Brown, 2006; Collyer, 2010; Andrade & Doolin, 2016; 
Papadopoulos, 2018; Tay et al., 2019; Nesterko et al., 2020). All these themes 
negatively affect the sustainability of refugee livelihoods. A criticism of this literature is 
that it is largely centred in the Global North – around the countries hosting and 
resettling the highest number of refugees, such as Canada, the United States of 
America (USA), Australia, the United Kingdom (UK), Turkey, Lebanon, Germany, and 
France. The literature on the aforementioned refugee livelihood challenges is 
reviewed thematically in the proceeding sub-sections to show the structural issues that 
affect the sustainability of refugee livelihoods internationally, in sub-Saharan Africa, 
and in South Africa.  
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2.4.1  The global refugee livelihoods situation 
2.4.1.1  Smuggling and trafficking  
Refugees are usually smuggled or trafficked into the countries where they seek 
asylum. Koser (2000) found that a significant number of Iranian refugees were illegally 
trafficked into Europe and the Netherlands in particular because of restrictive 
immigration and refugee policies in other European countries. This illegal trafficking 
left Iranian refugees vulnerable to abuse by immigration officials and traffickers (Koser, 
2000). Although Koser (2000) only investigated a small sample of Iranian refugees in 
two Dutch refugee camps and neglected to consider the refugees who had self-settled, 
it still offers valuable insight into two aspects, namely (a) the vulnerability of refugees 
and (b) migrant voices and the socio-economic livelihoods they adopt to survive in 
host countries. This gap provided the basis for this thesis to solicit self-settled male 
refugees’ views on their experiences and livelihood coping mechanisms that influence 
how they construct their masculinities.  
Koser’s (2000) findings are supported by Mandic (2017), who investigated the 
trafficking and smuggling of Syrian refugees into Europe. Mandic (2017) found that 
most smugglers functioned as allies, informants, and guides in understudied ways 
and, as a result, refugee perceptions differed dramatically from government policy 
assumptions. These findings allowed this study to investigate how refugees migrated 
to South Africa, who facilitated their journey, and what their experiences were along 
the migratory route. 
2.4.1.2  Mental illness and trauma 
International refugee studies have also concentrated on the numerous challenges that 
refugees face post-migration, such as mental illness and trauma (Fazel, Garcia & 
Stein, 2016; Silove, Ventevogel & Rees, 2017; Fuhr et al., 2019; Measham et al., 2019; 
Ashfaq et al., 2020). Lindencrona, Ekblad and Hauff’s (2008) survey of the mental 
health of resettled Middle Eastern refugees in Sweden found four dimensions of 
resettlement stress, namely alienation, social and economic strain, discrimination and 
status loss, and violence and threats, which accounted for 62% of the total variance 
in resettlement stress. The study also found that economic and social strain, as well 
as alienation, were significant challenges that explained the signs of common mental 
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disorders, and not pre-resettlement trauma. A study by Jorden, Matheson and 
Anisman (2009), which evaluated the traumatic stressors experienced by Somali 
refugees in Canada, contradicted Lindencrona et al.’s (2008) findings by showing that 
pre-resettlement trauma resulted in post-traumatic stress symptoms after 
resettlement. 
The literature on refugees’ mental health is important to this study. The presence or 
absence of mental ill-health enables one to understand the choices of livelihood coping 
strategies adopted by refugees in host countries. Overall, the findings from previous 
literature reveal that refugees, when compared to host populations, have higher levels 
of common mental health problems particularly, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
(Miller & Rasmussen, 2017). This is a result of the socio-ecological context within 
which refugees resettled into (Miller & Rasmussen, 2017). Post-migration stressors 
such as unemployment, poverty and family violence, xenophobia, discrimination, 
social isolation, and inadequate documentation all account for psychological distress 
and mental ill-health among refugees (Miller et al., 2002; Ellis et al., 2008; Raghavan 
et al., 2013; Lindert et al., 2016; Ellis et al., 2019; Fuhr et al., 2020). 
Various studies on refugee wellbeing and mental health post-resettlement offer 
valuable insight into the psychological wellbeing of refugees pre-, during, and post-
resettlement (Janssens et al., 2006; Carolan, 2010; Schubert & Punamaki, 2011; 
O’Mahony & Donnelly, 2013; Shishehgar et al., 2017; Husby et al., 2020). They also 
highlight the challenges that affect refugee populations post-resettlement in host 
countries and communities, such as high unemployment. Although this study did not 
investigate the mental health of the participants, it sought to investigate the social and 
economic factors that may lead to ill physical and mental health among male Somali 
refugees which may hinder their ability to successfully pursue sustainable livelihoods 
in South Africa. This is an issue that many of the previous mental health studies 
neglected because they were rooted in psychology and psychiatry. 
2.4.1.3  Refugee employment versus unemployment 
In terms of livelihood strategy adoption, research shows that male refugees have a 
strong desire to find employment soon after resettlement. They recognise employment 
as an opportunity for personal development, and as a responsibility to their family and 
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community that reinforces the hegemonic masculinity ideal of being a breadwinner 
and as a way of showing appreciation to their new country (Connell, 2005; Refugee 
Council of Australia, 2010; Knappert, Kornau & Figengül, 2018; Brell, Dustmann & 
Preston, 2020; Karimi, 2020). In addition, scholars have identified significant 
predictors that influence employment patterns among refugees. In South East 
Queensland, Australia, the employment rate of refugee men increased from 44% to 
56% between 2008 and 2010 due to the use of informal networks (Correa‐Velez, 
Barnett & Gifford, 2015). Correa‐Velez et al.’s (2015) study found, contrary to previous 
research by Waxman (2001) and Hugo (2011), that English language proficiency was 
not a significant predictor when other variables were controlled for because the 
participants found low-income employment that did not require them to be proficient 
in the English language.  
Contrary to the findings made by Iredale et al. (1996) and the Refugee Council of 
Australia (2010), Correa‐Velez et al. (2015) found that the chances of finding 
employment for the refugee men decreased significantly if their overseas skills and 
qualifications were recognised because they would tend to look for employment in 
their fields of expertise only, which limited their chances of finding employment. These 
studies revealed how refugees use coping strategies such as informal networks and 
working in lower-end-spectrum jobs as they find competition in their area of expertise 
tough. This implies that the livelihood strategies adopted by refugees are dictated by 
the environment of the host countries. A shortcoming of these studies on refugee 
employment is that they disregarded the significance of employers’ attitudes towards 
refugees, as well as their knowledge of refugee policy. For instance, in South Africa, 
refugees are allowed to seek and find employment, but many employers are not aware 
of this law and therefore do not hire refugees. This study sought to fill this gap by 
investigating whether male Somali refugees perceived their inability to find formal 
employment as a result of potential employers’ ignorance of refugee policy.  
2.4.1.4  Refugee documentation and citizenship 
Another factor that results in high refugee unemployment is the significantly longer 
waiting period for the processing of permits and visas for refugees. In Switzerland, for 
example, Hainmueller, Hangartner and Lawrence (2016) found that waiting for long 
periods for asylum decisions strongly reduced the employment integration of refugees 
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as follows: one additional year of waiting reduced the subsequent employment rate by 
4% to 5%, which is a 16% to 23% drop compared to the average rate. Hainmueller et 
al.’s (2016) study highlighted the relevant and significant challenge of 
documentation/citizenship that refugees encounter. This failure to acquire legal 
documentation timeously affects refugees’ ability to integrate and become 
economically active citizens. Baban, Ilcan and Rygiel’s (2017) study showed how 
Syrian refugees in Turkish refugee camps were granted temporary protection status, 
which does not guarantee that they would receive permanent residence. 
The temporary protection status affords them access to certain rights that include the 
right to apply to a third country for international protection and the right to access state 
healthcare and education, although this can be difficult for some due to language 
barriers and economic hardship (Baban et al., 2017). Their protection status, on the 
other hand, forbids them from applying for citizenship, places restrictions on their 
ability to access paid employment, and falls short of providing them with long-term 
stability and sustainable livelihoods (Baban et al., 2017). This literature on refugee 
documentation and citizenship shows that although refugees in some instances are 
provided with documentation, this documentation only offers them temporary 
protection. A critique of these studies on refugee documentation and citizenship is that 
they do not offer insight into the livelihood sustainability of refugees who acquire 
documentation and receive temporary protection, which is a gap that this study fills. 
Thus, on the one hand, refugees whose legal status and citizenship are in limbo 
because they are either in refugee camps or have been granted resettlement but not 
citizenship endure the hardships of being stateless. A study of elderly Bhutanese 
refugees who could not be granted American citizenship because they failed their 
English language test, which is a requirement for them to become naturalised, showed 
the obstacles many refugees face (Gonzalez-Benson & Park, 2018). Such obstacles 
affect refugees’ ability to access education, healthcare, formal employment, and social 
services (Damm, 2009; Andritzky et al., 2016). A shortcoming of Gonzalez-Benson 
and Park’s (2018) study is that it did not interrogate the livelihood strategies and 
outcomes of those elderly Bhutanese refugees who had passed their English 
language tests and were granted American citizenship. 
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On the other hand, granting refugees citizenship and adequate documentation 
benefits host countries as refugees are able to integrate into the labour market and 
become self-reliant (Ilcan, 2018), contribute to the economy by filling both unskilled 
and skilled labour shortages, and bring in innovative and different expertise (Buscher, 
2011). Without proper documentation, refugees become stateless and may adopt 
livelihood strategies that disturb the social fabric of the host country and lead to 
potential clashes with the local population, who view them with suspicion.  
2.4.1.5  Anti-immigrant media coverage 
Inadequate refugee documentation and statelessness also link to the increasing anti-
immigrant rhetoric and sentiments worldwide, which have been worsened by the 
media. Research suggests that the media plays a critical role in circulating anti-
immigrant sentiments (Arlt, Dalmus & Metag, 2019; Heidenreich et al., 2019; Blumell 
et al., 2020). In a review of 40 articles on the representation of asylum seekers and 
refugees by print media in the UK and Australia between 2001 and 2010, Parker 
(2015) found that print media portrayed refugees and asylum seekers as “unwanted 
invaders”, which was accomplished through the use of images and descriptions of 
criminals and water as they used boats to cross oceans. 
A study by Greussing and Boomgaarden (2017), which utilised computer-assisted 
content analysis to identify the most dominant frames from 10 606 Austrian newspaper 
articles between January 2015 and January 2016, found that the media consistently 
established narratives of refugees as security threats and economic burdens who 
would have to be looked after by the state at the expense of taxpayers. Other frames 
such as humanitarianism, securitisation, settlement, criminality, and background 
information on the refugees’ situation were identified but to a lesser extent (Greussing 
& Boomgaarden, 2017). To summarise, the literature on the portrayal of refugees by 
the media in host countries is predominately stereotypical and views refugees as a 
burden, a security threat, and unwelcome (Greussing & Boomgaarden, 2017; 
Holzberg, Kolbe & Zaborowski, 2018; Schemer & Meltzer, 2019; Davidson & 
Farquhar, 2020). This negative media reporting of refugees leads to xenophobic 
sentiments among the host population (Burke & Goodman, 2012; Bencek & 
Strasheim, 2016; Gray & Franck, 2019; De Saint Laurent, Glaveanu & Chaudet, 2020).  
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A critique of these studies on the media coverage of refugees is that they do not offer 
alternative views or present media outlets that positively portray refugees and their 
livelihoods. Doing so could assist in determining how positive reporting on refugees 
can influence the reception of refugees by locals, such as in the study by De Poli, 
Jakobsson and Schüller (2017), who found that exposure to news describing refugees 
as victims (instead of a threat) can considerably affect public perceptions and diminish 
bias and incidents of xenophobia.  
2.4.1.6  Xenophobia in the global context 
The increase in xenophobic sentiments against refugees by host populations and 
politicians has led studies to focus more on the reception and treatment of refugees 
post-resettlement (Miller, 2018). Xenophobia is defined by Yakushko (2009:43) as “a 
form of attitudinal, affective, and behavioural prejudice toward immigrants and those 
perceived as foreign”. The term has historically been used to refer to a fear of 
outsiders, but it has also been “linked with ethnocentrism, which is characterized by 
the attitude that one’s own group or culture is superior to others” (Yakushko, 2009:44). 
Furthermore, xenophobia is largely targeted at specific individuals; for example, 
foreigners in a particular community (Yakushko, 2009). The most recent and most 
publicised opposition of the integration of foreigners into society is demonstrated by 
the Brexit vote (Yakovenko, 2017). Xenophobia is evidently an underlying reason, 
among others, behind Britain’s desire to leave the European Union, which suggests a 
shift towards anti-foreigner sentiments among the British people (Gough, 2017; Khalili, 
2017; Rzepnikowska, 2019; Schwartz et al., 2020).  
Previous studies highlight why locals/citizens of a country tend to harbour xenophobic 
attitudes towards refugees who are perceived as foreigners. It may be because they 
are concerned that refugees will change the demographic balance in the host country 
(Loescher & Milner, 2004; Beaujouan & Rasheed, 2020), will threaten their long-
standing status in their native regions, are perceived to have connections to rebel 
groups (Rettberg & Gajjala, 2016; Léonard & Kaunert, 2019), exacerbate economic 
competition over jobs, housing, and public services (Wike, Stokes & Simmons, 2016; 
Ziersch et al., 2017), and the government’s integration policies may lead to conflict, or 
at least lower the locals’ willingness to cooperate with each other by enhancing the 
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noticeable ethnic-based grievances among the locals (Desiderio, 2016; Hebbani, 
Colic-Peisker & Mackinnon, 2018; Bache, 2019).  
A quantitative study on refugees, xenophobia, and domestic conflict by Getmansky, 
Sinmazdemir and Zeitzoff (2018) in Turkey found that locals, especially the majority 
non-Kurds, held more negative views of refugees, and in some cases viewed them as 
a threat that needed to be expelled. Similarly, a survey by Campbell (2017) of 
secondary and post-secondary students in New Mexico in the USA found that they 
were resistant to admitting Syrian refugees into the country because they viewed them 
as terrorists. In addition, Schafer and Schadauer’s (2018) study of refugees in Austria 
found that after the increase in the arrival of refugees in 2015, right-wing populist 
groups increased their anti-immigrant rhetoric in order to incite fear, hatred, and 
xenophobia among the locals. In Germany, right-wing attitudes are firmly anchored in 
parts of the German population; this is largely because Germans perceive refugees 
as depriving them of economic opportunities, as well as due to political alienation and 
cultural marginalisation (Stoss, 2010; Heitmeyer, 2011; Rucht, 2018). The literature 
thus shows how anti-immigrant sentiments have increased in many parts of the world 
as the number of immigrants, particularly refugees, also increased.  
In summary, xenophobia is associated with times of economic and political instability 
and provides locals with an opportunity to frighten refugees because the internal and 
external affairs of a country are unstable due to increased competition for limited 
resources (Dako-Gyeke & Adu, 2017; Obeid et al., 2019). However, scholars neglect 
to offer insights into the impact or the role of gender in the xenophobic experiences of 
refugees. This is a gap this study endeavoured to fill by interrogating the xenophobic 
experiences of male Somali refugees in East London and how this affects their 
perception of the transnational space in which they live, as well as the construction of 
their masculinities.  
This section thematically reviewed literature on the most significant issues that affect 
refugee livelihoods globally. These issues include trafficking during migration and 
post-resettlement problems, i.e. poor mental health, high unemployment, restrictive 
immigration laws and policies, inadequate documentation, and xenophobia in potential 
countries of asylum. These challenges impact on the livelihood strategies that 
refugees, in particular male refugees, are able to employ in a transnational space.  
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In turn, the types of masculinities that refugees construct can be argued to be 
dependent on their livelihood strategy, their resilience to external shocks, as well as 
the sustainability of those livelihoods. As such, this thesis investigated whether male 
Somali refugees living in South Africa experienced similar livelihood challenges as 
other refugees internationally. It also examined the impact of these livelihood 
challenges on the resilience and construction of Somali refugees’ masculinities. The 
following section thematically reviews literature on the refugee situation in sub-
Saharan Africa. 
2.4.2  The precarious nature of refugee livelihoods in Africa 
In sub-Saharan Africa, civil wars (Olusola, 2008; Lister, 2016), terrorism (Gatuiku, 
2016) such as the terror attack that killed more than 300 people in Mogadishu, 
Somalia, in October 2017 (Burke, 2017), droughts or famine as a result of climate 
change (Hillmann et al., 2017), and poor economies (Idemudia, Williams & Wyatt, 
2013) have significantly contributed to the high numbers of refugees on the continent. 
This led Olusola (2008:649) to proclaim that at any given time the African continent is 
“plagued with one form of civil war or the other”, with countries such as Nigeria, Liberia, 
Sudan, South Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Rwanda, Libya, 
Sierra Leone, Angola, Uganda, Ethiopia, Somalia, and Burundi having experienced or 
still experiencing conditions of war. 
In 2019, the highest number of refugees in Africa came from South Sudan (2.2 million), 
followed by Somalia (0.9 million). These two nations respectively also accounted for 
the fourth and sixth largest refugee populations worldwide (UNHCR, 2020). Uganda 
hosted 1.4 million refugees in 2019, the largest refugee population in Africa, followed 
by Sudan, which hosted 1.1 million refugees (UNHCR, 2020). Somalis make up a 
significant number of refugees internationally and in Africa, as shown above; hence 
the idea for this thesis to investigate this population group.  
Several studies have shown how conflict is the leading cause of refugees in Africa. 
Five of the seven refugee situations currently categorised by the UNHCR as 
emergencies – the Central African Republic, Burundi, the DRC, Nigeria, and South 
Sudan – all stem primarily from civil conflict (Sharpe, 2018). As a result, many African 
refugees are embarking on the dangerous journey across the Mediterranean to 
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Europe in search of safer and improved livelihoods (Crawley et al., 2016; Wissink & 
Ulusoy, 2016; Haskins, 2017). Those refugees who choose to stay on the continent 
are faced with either encampment or illegally crossing national borders in order to 
reach countries such as South Africa that allow the self-settlement of refugees. 
2.4.2.1  Refugee encampment in Africa 
Similar to refugees in developed countries, refugees in Africa face a complex and 
sometimes unpredictable combination of hospitality and hostility. There is no universal 
policy on whether refugees must be placed in refugee camps (encampment), which 
restrict their movement and limit their rights, or allow them to self-settle (Loescher 
et al., 2007). As a result, a number of African countries such as Uganda, Tanzania, 
South Sudan, and Kenya allow refugees entry into their borders, only to place them in 
refugee camps, while also restricting them access to documentation, employment, 
education, and self-reliance opportunities (Larkin & Clark, 2017; Oyaro, 2017; Alix-
Garcia et al., 2018; Omata, 2020). Studies have highlighted the conditions of refugee 
camps, as well as their effect on refugees. An ethnographic qualitative study by Holzer 
(2013), in which she conducted 10 focus groups and interviewed 49 Liberians who 
were hosted at the Buduburam refugee camp in Ghana, found that refugees there 
faced uncertain immigrant status due to unresolved immigration issues by the host 
government. This affected the refugees’ livelihood strategies and ability to engage in 
the country’s economy because they were not allowed to work, study, access state-
provided healthcare, or move around the country freely (Holzer, 2013). Male refugees 
in Ghana end up performing mundane jobs, which do little to improve their livelihoods 
and result in exhibitions of weakened masculinity constructs (Nutter, 2020).   
Betts et al.’s. (2018) participatory mixed-methods study, which was conducted over an 
eight-month period in two of the main refugee hosting areas in Kenya, in Kakuma  
(a town in North-Western Turkana County) and Nairobi (the capital city), found that 
refugees are considerably less likely to have any economic activity while living in a 
refugee camp when compared to Kenyan citizens or self-settled refugees. The study, 
which comprised a sample of 4 355 South Sudanese, Somali, and Congolese 
refugees, also found that the living standards were on average higher in Nairobi where 
other refugees had self-settled than in the Kakuma refugee camp. Betts et al.’s (2018) 
study revealed that in terms of livelihoods, self-settled refugees were not always worse 
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off than local host communities, as there was a significant variation across contexts 
and nationalities. Approximately 90% of the self-settled Somali refugees who lived in 
the capital of Nairobi had a mobile phone, 80% had a television, and almost all of them 
had access to electricity. However, the study further showed that refugees in Kakuma 
refugee camp did not have access to all these gadgets or services and could not move 
around freely due to the encampment policy, which had a significant bearing on their 
livelihoods. 
Further, male refugees who resided in the Kakuma refugee camp could not provide 
for their families as they were not allowed to work or move freely outside the camp, 
which negatively affected their masculinity constructs (Betts et al., 2018). Although 
they could go into the town of Kakuma and other nearby areas, they could not travel 
beyond these areas without the permission of the Department for Refugee Affairs. 
Refugees are not allowed to keep livestock (cattle, goats, camels, etc.) or other 
animals because of concerns about fuelling tensions between refugees and the local 
Turkana people, who live nomadic lives. Refugees are also not allowed to cut down 
trees for charcoal production since these are among the main income sources for the 
local Turkana people (Betts et al., 2018). Refugees in the Kakuma refugee camp live 
under a curfew due to security threats such as theft and armed robbery; the curfew 
consequently constrained refugees’ nocturnal commercial activities. This lack of 
access to economic resources, according to Jaji (2015:181), “has implications for 
young men’s ability to exert their influence or exercise authority over women who come 
into their lives. Young refugee men are ambivalent about refugee women’s preference 
for economically stable local men”. However, self-settled refugee livelihoods in Nairobi 
are not very different as they also encounter structural challenges such as inadequate 
documentation and restrictions on employment and business ventures (Betts et al., 
2018). Similarly, this thesis investigated the structural challenges faced by male 
Somali refugees who have self-settled in South Africa. 
To summarise, studies on refugee livelihoods in Kenyan refugee camps are important 
because they show how constrained refugee livelihoods in Africa are due to the 
aforementioned socio-economic regulations and structural impediments placed upon 
them. This results in refugees in Africa being dependent on inadequate aid from 
humanitarian organisations (Bosankic, Mesic & Sosic, 2019). Furthermore, refugee 
camps are a place of exclusion where refugees are reduced to an unembellished life 
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where they are controlled as bodies with no regard for their dignity or human rights 
(Mutongu, 2017; Krause & Schmidt, 2019).  
A shortcoming of forced migration studies is that they have focused more on the poorer 
regions of the world and more exclusively on refugee camps, which they condemn, 
but with little known or considered in terms of alternatives such as self-settling 
(Bakewell, 2014). In addition, even though these studies focused on camp-based 
refugee livelihoods, they neglected to pay attention to the role of social capital and 
social networks that are available to refugees in transnational spaces. They also did 
not interrogate the role of masculinity in camp-based refugee livelihoods. This study 
fills this gap by investigating the role of social capital in the livelihood strategies 
explored by self-settled male Somali refugees in South Africa, while also exploring the 
effect their livelihood strategies have on their manhood, and vice versa.  
2.4.2.2  Self-settling and inadequate documentation  
Refugees prefer to self-settle because this option provides them with benefits such as 
the ability to legally repatriate when things improve in their country of origin, access to 
livelihoods, and maintaining their autonomy (Bakewell, 2014). Refugees in Africa who 
self-settle illegally often find it difficult to engage in socio-economic activities because 
they are not recognised by the host government and as a result do not have 
documentation that would enable them to engage in economic and livelihood activities. 
As an example, during Operation Usalama Watch a 2014 security operation in Kenya, 
undocumented self-settled Somali refugees spoke of money as their only valid form of 
identity document (ID), knowing that only cash, in contrast to IDs, would be accepted 
by police and military personnel (Balakian, 2016). The aforementioned study 
illustrated how the lack of documentation by refugees makes them vulnerable to law 
enforcement authorities, who extort bribes from them.   
Self-settled refugees are far from being passive victims. Hovil (2007), in a qualitative 
study of self-settled Congolese, Rwandese and Sudanese refugees in Uganda, found 
that self-settled refugees took control of their lives and carved out economic 
opportunities for themselves without any additional external assistance from 
governmental or humanitarian organisations. They also worked and planned towards 
their return to their homeland once it became safe to do so (Hovil, 2007). 
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Consequently, Hovil (2017) argued that local integration is likely to succeed where 
other durable solutions and refugee models have failed. Easton-Calabria and Omata 
(2018), however, warned against over-romanticising self-settlement and local 
integration as a panacea for the refugee crisis because they viewed this model as 
shaped by donor priorities and the UNHCR – both of which aim to create cost-effective 
exit strategies from long-term refugee populations for themselves.  
Host governments play an integral role in facilitating the successful integration of 
refugees. In West Africa, local integration and self-settlement of refugees were 
encouraged by the Economic Community of West African States’ (ECOWAS) free 
movement protocols that provide long-term Sierra Leonean and Liberian refugees an 
opportunity to move on with their lives (Boulton, 2009). The free movement protocol 
allowed for refugees from Sierra Leone and Liberia to acquire valid IDs, passports, 
work permits, and business licences from Côte d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, and 
Nigeria (Boulton, 2009). 
Nevertheless, this programme did not work as expected, particularly for Liberian 
refugees whose refugee status ceased to exist after the 2003 ceasefire in Liberia 
(Omata, 2016). Approximately 7 000 Liberian refugees in Ghana were provided with 
ECOWAS passports and two-year work and residence permits in 2012 after the 
cessation of their refugee status (Omata, 2016). However, their situation and 
livelihoods did not improve due to their inability to speak the local language, 
xenophobic attitudes among locals, failure of the host government and the UNHCR to 
integrate them, and their inability to secure gainful employment due to the stagnant 
economies and high unemployment rates among the ECOWAS nations (Omata, 
2016). Therefore, even if refugees are allowed to self-settle and receive 
documentation, for as long as structural barriers are still present, such as the 
aforementioned, they will not be able to integrate or achieve sustainable livelihoods. 
In addition, an ethnographic study of the lives of West African migrants in the DRC by 
Whitehouse (2012:201) observed that the weakening of Congolese citizenship “has 
been the outcome of changing configurations of identity and belonging, a powerful 
dynamic not only in Congo but in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa”. Although, 
obtaining a certificate of citizenship is possible (through legal and illegal means) in 
Brazzaville, even documented refugees experience harassment, discrimination, and 
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unemployment. Acquiring documentation therefore does not automatically ensure 
security, economic access, and belonging for self-settled refugees. Kuch (2016) 
countered the arguments about the devaluation of citizenship on the continent in her 
ethnographic study on the naturalisation of Burundian refugees in Tanzania. Kuch 
(2016) found that for many refugees acquiring citizenship is a necessary step for their 
peace of mind, enhancing their sense of belonging and safeguarding their de facto 
integration into host communities. Refugees insist that, notwithstanding their high level 
of integration, formal documents are essential to establish secure and sustainable 
livelihoods (Kuch, 2016). Due to these contradictions in the literature about the socio-
economic benefits of acquiring refugee documents and citizenship, this thesis 
investigated whether male Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa have benefitted 
in any way from acquiring refugee status documents.  
The reviewed literature on the precarious nature of refugee livelihoods in Africa 
demonstrates how refugees who reside in refugee camps, as well as self-settled 
refugees, face a number of obstacles to the sustainability of their livelihoods. The 
studies show that refugee livelihoods continue to be precarious even with the 
availability of social capital. For self-settled refugees in Africa, the UNHCR advocates 
local integration, even when refugees are faced with hostile host communities.  
A critique of these studies is that they do not provide insight into the role of gender in 
the local integration of refugees. The studies presuppose that the presence of positive 
refugee livelihood conditions such as documentation, employment, and favourable 
policies lead to sustainable livelihoods for refugees. Scholars neglect to investigate 
how gender, in particular masculinity, influences the type of economic and livelihood 
activities that male refugees can and are willing to employ in relation to the African 
context. Scholars also neglect to investigate how resilient and sustainable refugee 
livelihoods are because access to valid IDs and mundane employment for refugees 
do not automatically result in sustainable livelihoods, nor do they strengthen their 
masculinity constructs.  
As a solution, many refugees from sub-Saharan Africa migrate to South Africa 
because they view the country as a good alternative, largely due to its self-settlement 
policy, progressive constitution, human rights policies, refugee-friendly laws (Gordon, 
2016), and the business-friendly environment that exists in which they can practise 
their entrepreneurial skills to establish small businesses in pursuit of sustainable 
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livelihoods (Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010). Refugees perceive South Africa as a safe haven 
that allows them to make use of their social capital and develop livelihood strategies 
that, in turn, empower and strengthen their ability to fulfil their gender roles.  
The following section thematically reviews literature on the refugee livelihoods 
situation in South Africa. 
2.4.3  The state of refugee livelihoods in South Africa  
During apartheid, South Africa had excessive measures of social control and 
racialised policies aimed at restricting the movement of black people as a means of 
controlling domestic migrant labour in the form of pass laws (Handmaker & Parsley, 
2001; Peberdy, 2009; De Gruchy, 2015). The control of migrants, permanent 
residence, and refugees was undertaken at the points of entry/borders and was guided 
by the Aliens Control Act (Peberdy, 2009; De Gruchy, 2015). Since the transition to 
democracy in 1994, South Africa became a signatory to UN and African Union 
conventions that seek to protect the human rights of migrants, asylum seekers, and 
refugees (Dinbabo & Carciotto, 2015). South Africa, since 1994, has pursued 
neoliberal economic policies with the aim of encouraging the free movement of 
international trade and capital (Handmaker & Parsley, 2001; Peberdy & Crush, 2017). 
As a result, South Africa has an “open door” policy towards refugees that allows for 
easy entry into the Republic, as well as the opportunity to self-settle (Crush & 
McDonald, 2002; Landau, 2006; Peberdy, 2019). 
The developed legislation includes the Refugees Act (No. 130 of 1998), the White 
Paper on International Migration (DHA, 1999), and the Green Paper on International 
Migration (DHA, 2016a). These legislative frameworks are aimed at guaranteeing the 
right of emigration and cover immigrants, refugees, asylum seekers, internally 
displaced persons, economic migrants, and even international students (Dinbabo & 
Carciotto, 2015). As a result, South Africa has seen a sharp increase in the number of 
migrants and refugees from developing countries in Africa and Asia since 1994 
(Segatti, 2011; Glaser, 2012; Rugunanan, 2015; Peberdy, 2009, 2019). The South 
African government has also shown increased commitment and obligation to the 
region and continent over the years; however, this has led to increased intolerance, 
discrimination, and prejudice against foreigners by South African nationals (De 
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Gruchy, 2015; Odunayo, Asuelime & Okem, 2017). The government has had to deal 
with large volumes of external migrants and refugees, as well as a growing and more 
vocal citizenry, which complicate matters significantly (Odunayo et al., 2017). 
2.4.3.1  Insufficient legislative and implementation capacity  
South African refugee policy offers numerous challenges to the government, refugees, 
and asylum seekers (Landau & Gindrey, 2008; Crush, Skinner & Stulgaitis, 2017a). 
Scholars have highlighted some governance and institutional constraints and 
challenges that have plagued the South African migration system. The governance 
challenges include the lack of sound data about the number of asylum seekers and 
refugees entering and residing in South Africa, which affects immigration and refugee 
policy development (Peberdy, 2009). There is a lack of intergovernmental coordination 
on refugee matters, scapegoating, lack of accountability, and poor service delivery by 
institutions (Landau & Gindrey, 2008; Segatti, 2011). The institutional shortcomings of 
South Africa’s refugee policy include lack of resources and trained staff at the DHA, 
which result in unfair delays of applications, racist and discriminatory practices, 
inconsistent application of the law, and allegations of corruption (Landau et al., 2005; 
Belvedere, 2007; Peberdy, 2009; Rugunanan & Smit, 2011; De Gruchy, 2015). 
In addition, the DHA’s asylum system is overwhelmed and the large number of 
applications has created a backlog, which affects the quality and efficiency of refugee 
status determination, which results in prolonged immigration limbo for asylum seekers 
and refugees (UNHCR, 2015). The lack of correct and adequate documentation 
significantly affects refugees’ potential to access employment, financial services, 
quality education, and social services such as social welfare grants and basic 
healthcare services that they are entitled to under the South African Refugees Act of 
1998 (Jacobsen & Bailey, 2004; Landau, 2006; Peberdy, 2009; Crush et al., 2017a). 
As a result, for refugees and asylum seekers, South Africa’s refugee policy is more 
security and sovereignty orientated (Mthembu-Salter et al., 2014; Dinbabo & Carciotto, 
2015), instead of being more human rights based (Handmaker & Parsley, 2001; 
Landau et al., 2005; Landau & Gindrey, 2008; Lee, 2019).  
It is important to note that the South African government keeps amending and updating 
the South African immigration policy and Refugees Act and in 2016 gazetted the 
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Green Paper on International Migration in South Africa (DHA, 2016a) and the 
Refugees Amendment Bill 12-2016 (DHA, 2016b). The intended amendments to the 
Refugees Act and the Immigration Act include the establishment of Asylum Seeker 
Processing Centres or secure administrative detention centres at borders or entry 
points into South Africa (DHA, 2016a). These centres can be equated to refugee 
camps, although the DHA refers to them as centres for mitigating security risks, which 
the DHA says will be regulated and run by multiple stakeholders, which include the 
Refugee Appeal Board, the Standing Committee for Refugee Affairs, the Department 
of Social Development, the Department of Education, the Department of Health, the 
Red Cross, the UNHCR, and the DHA. The South African government has therefore 
framed a potentially “hot” topic in meandering language that masks the truth of the 
amendments (Crush, Skinner & Stulgaitis, 2017b). This has the potential of creating 
hordes of undocumented refugees as they attempt to bypass the proposed facilities 
(Peberdy, 2019). 
Another amendment will include the removal of the right to work and study for asylum 
seekers while awaiting adjudication of their refugee status application (DHA, 2016a). 
In addition, the DHA wants to de-link the refugee visa from the permanent residence 
visa so that a refugee who has been in the country for five or more years cannot apply 
for permanent residence as they will be subject to three Acts (Refugees, Immigration, 
and Citizenship Acts) if they do and can use this loophole to re-avail themselves and 
travel back to their home country on a South African passport without punishment 
(DHA, 2016a). Another amendment is the need to strictly adhere to the “safe third 
country” principle, which asserts that asylum seekers must seek asylum in the first 
safe country they enter and entry must be refused to asylum seekers who have 
transited through one or more safe countries (DHA, 2016a). This means that very few 
asylum seekers will be granted asylum in the future because they would have crossed 
through more than one country before reaching South Africa. 
The DHA (2016a) argued that similar policies have been implemented particularly in 
Europe through the Dublin Agreement where neighbouring countries undertake to 
build appropriate relationships and sign agreements to receive asylum claims in the 
first safe country that an applicant enters. This is aimed at reducing the burden on one 
particular state. The other amendments include the reduction of the asylum transit 
permit from 14 days to five days for which an applicant, once in the Republic, must 
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lodge their claim for asylum, as well as providing proof of funds as evidence that 
asylum applicants can sustain themselves for a period of not less than four months 
(DHA, 2016b). Although many of the amendments will directly affect asylum seekers, 
other amendments will have a direct impact on refugee livelihoods. These 
amendments have been criticised by civil society organisations for not considering 
human and refugee rights. A shortcoming of these amendments is that they violate 
refugees’ rights, and hinder the sustainability of refugee livelihoods in South Africa 
who, after living in the Republic for five years, cannot apply for permanent residence 
(Crush et al., 2017a). 
A successful application for permanent residence affords refugees the opportunity to 
possess a South African ID and passport. A refugee who possesses these documents 
can apply for a wider range of jobs, open bank accounts, travel for leisure or business, 
and access broader financial services such as loans (Crush et al., 2017a). This would 
have a positive influence on the economic involvement and sustainability of refugee 
livelihoods. Furthermore, requesting an asylum seeker who has fled circumstances 
that would result in their death to provide proof of funds for at least four months is 
irrational (Peberdy, 2019). 
Strictly adhering to the safe third country principle is unreasonable as this may 
negatively affect refugee livelihoods and their socio-economic involvement in the 
countries that they enter, which may have weak economies (Crush et al., 2017b). For 
example, Somali refugees who flee conflict and transit through Kenya or Tanzania 
may find that these countries have strict refugee policies and do not offer much in 
terms of livelihood opportunities. As a result, they are forced to move to South Africa, 
which is viewed as being refugee-friendly and which allows refugees to engage in 
economic activities in order to sustain their livelihoods. 
The constantly reviewed refugee laws in South Africa continue to negatively affect 
refugee livelihoods. Refugees are unable to convert their legal entitlements into 
effective protection, due to institutional failures in determining refugee status and 
issuing recognisable IDs, abuse at the hands of law enforcement agents and denial of 
essential social services (Landau, 2006; Rugunanan & Smit, 2011; Vigneswaran, 
2011; Peberdy, 2019). In a study of Mozambican refugees in South Africa, Polzer 
(2007) asserted that South African refugee policy is counterproductive because of the 
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disjuncture between the goals and assumptions of the legal framework and the reality 
experienced and desired by the refugees on the ground. Polzer (2007) noted how 
refugees subvert the legal constraints that they encounter by bribing DHA officials for 
documentation, which she argued must be understood as a means of interacting with 
the state in the absence of other political or legal avenues. This lack of policy and 
implementation consistency significantly affects refugees’ livelihoods and their safety 
in South Africa as they are prone to random spot-checks, illegal arrest and detention, 
and physical, verbal, and emotional abuse (Crush & Tawodzera, 2014; Peberdy, 
2019). 
2.4.3.2  Discrimination and xenophobia in South Africa 
Although South Africa is hailed for its progressive constitution and refugee laws, there 
has been an increase in reports of citizens’ intolerance of non-citizens, specifically 
refugees, since 1994 (Crush, 2001; Dodson, 2010). Between 2007 and 2019, waves 
of xenophobic violence against foreigners were ongoing, with the most incidents (108) 
happening in May 2008, in Alexander, Johannesburg (Matsinhe, 2011) and spreading 
to other parts of South Africa, such as Durban and Johannesburg in 2015 (70 
incidents) (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2019). The third highest occurrence (68 
incidents and 30 deaths) of xenophobic attacks in South Africa happened in 2019 in 
the provinces of Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal (Mlilo, 2019). This culminated in 
refugees staging protests and camping at the UNHCR offices in Pretoria and Cape 
Town in October 2019, demanding that they be resettled to safer third countries 
(TimesLive, 2019). Two key issues to note about xenophobia in South Africa are, 
firstly, that scholars recognise its origins in the racism, nationalism, violence, and 
isolation of the apartheid era; and secondly, that it should not be viewed in isolation, 
but in conjunction with the growing worldwide phenomenon of xenophobia, as 
mentioned earlier in this chapter (Crush, 2001; Dodson, 2010; Mngomezulu & Dube, 
2019; Restrepo, 2019). 
Some scholars have attempted to explain what is construed as xenophobia in South 
Africa. Morris (1998) put forward the scapegoat theory, which is centred on the 
loathing of foreign nationals and is the manifestation of frustration by poor and 
unemployed citizens; for example, blaming foreign nationals for social ills such as 
unemployment, crime, and the spread of HIV and AIDS. This assertion is supported 
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by Gordon’s (2015a) study, which investigated the link between national wellbeing and 
xenophobic sentiments. Gordon (2015a) found that the lower the reported national 
wellbeing, the more likely an individual would be to believe negative stereotypes about 
immigrants. In other words, the poorer the locals are, the more likely they are to blame 
all their socio-economic problems on foreigners such as refugees.  
Likewise, Tshitereke’s (1999) relative deprivation theory contends that dissatisfaction 
and frustration with the inadequacy and slowness of redressing the inequalities of 
apartheid are a ticking time bomb. Morris (1998) and Tshitereke’s (1999) theories on 
xenophobia are similar to Frantz Fanon’s (1961) theory on violence. Fanon (1961) 
asserted that the deprived/colonised masses eventually turn against their oppressor 
(in this case, foreigners are the oppressors, who are erroneously perceived as taking 
jobs from locals, who view themselves as oppressed) in order to gain the upper hand 
largely because they cannot access the government or its officials with whom they 
have grievances. Tagwirei’s (2016) study on the state narratives of “foreignness” and 
“criminality” in South Africa supported this notion of relative deprivation and violence 
against foreigners. Tagwirei (2016) found that state functionaries tend to downplay the 
“xenophobic” element, while overemphasising the link with motiveless crime when 
speaking about xenophobic violence involving black foreign nationals. There is always 
an abundantly clear sense that the foreign national is to blame for all the problems, 
which is repeated in the reporting of crime (Tagwirei, 2016). Foreign nationals, and in 
particular established refugees, find themselves at the centre of the controversy, as 
the victims of xenophobic violence, as well as the victimisers; the criminals and crime 
victims (Tagwirei, 2016). 
Neocosmos (2008; 2010) proposed an elaborate explanation that locates anti-African 
xenophobia in South African nationalism. His central argument was that “popular” 
xenophobia is located within a “politics of fear”, with three core elements: “a state 
discourse of xenophobia”, “a discourse of South African exceptionalism”, and a 
“conception of citizenship founded exclusively on indigeneity” (Neocosmos, 
2008:587). Neocosmos (2010) enquired why only black African foreigners are targeted 
and not white South Africans, white foreigners, or rich people. He argued that it is 
because South African nationalism is anti-rural and pro-urban, which, during the 
apartheid era, ruralised and devalued black lives, while urbanising and valuing white 
lives. He further highlighted that the post-apartheid state simply shifted this rural-urban 
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binary opposition to Africa-South Africa, such that Africa is perceived as rural and 
backward and South Africa as urban and modern (Neocosmos, 2010).  
Studies on xenophobia in South Africa, such as Crush et al.’s (2008) opinion surveys, 
which were conducted in 1999 and 2006, showed that South Africans hold xenophobic 
attitudes that in many ways hardened between 1999 and 2006. The study found that 
less than half (47%) of the population supported offering protection to refugees, 16% 
of the respondents “were prepared to combine with others to force foreign nationals to 
leave their area”, and 9% “were prepared to use violence in the process” (Crush et al., 
2008:37). The study’s blunt conclusion was that “xenophobia and hostility to 
(particularly) other Africans is not the preserve of a lunatic fringe but represents the 
conviction of the majority of citizens” (Crush et al., 2008:7). Crush et al.’s (2008) 
findings were supported by Gordon’s (2015b) survey of South African social attitudes 
over the period 2003 to 2012. Gordon’s (2015b) findings revealed that attempts to 
combat xenophobia have been ineffectual, with anti-immigrant sentiment prevalent 
and widespread. The majority of South African citizens exhibit traits of Afrophobia, 
identifying foreign African nationals as the group they least wanted to come and live 
in South Africa (Gordon, 2015b). 
Several authors have suggested that the causes of xenophobia are deep rooted and 
systemic (Igglesden, Molson & Polzer, 2009; Misago, Landau & Monson, 2009; Dube, 
2018). Some of the causes relate to the framing of narratives about immigrants, 
especially in the media, as argued by Tagwirei (2016:193):  
… it is not uncommon to find reports of openly xenophobic statements by 
government officials that pass unchallenged in the press. It is on this basis of 
media collusion (or ignorance) that state narratives on xenophobia should be 
understood. Through the labels ‘foreigner’ and ‘criminal’, African migrants are 
co-opted into a politically charged discourse which serves to marginalise them 
from South African nationhood. 
In addition, the feeling of host community men of being in competition with refugee 
men exacerbates the animosity and the impetus by the former to supress the latter. 
This is exemplified by October’s (2019) findings among Xhosa men in Port Elizabeth, 
who felt that foreigners were taking away something that belonged to them, such as 
jobs and women, which, in turn, fuelled xenophobic violence.  
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The responses required to prevent a recurrence of anti-foreigner violence, call for 
concerted and sustained efforts by the government, civil society, and international 
organisations. Although these studies on xenophobia are important and insightful, they 
do not provide an analysis of how xenophobic violence impacts on refugee 
masculinities. Abrams (2019) argued that xenophobic violence weakens refugee 
masculinities and leads to the enactment of inferior, marginalised, and subordinate 
gender qualities, while those men who violate the rights of refugees exhibit more 
superior, dominant, and authoritarian hegemonic masculinity types. However, refugee 
men continuously work to reverse the hierarchies of inferiority imposed by xenophobia 
(De Jong, 2018). For example, Congolese men in Johannesburg, through notions of 
masculinity and display, indicate that the Congolese culture is better than South 
African culture (De Jong, 2018). At the centre of this argument is Congolese soukous 
music and fashion that they believe are superior (De Jong, 2018). As such, this study 
sought to fill this gap in the literature by investigating how male Somali refugees in 
South Africa regain, reinforce, and strengthen their masculinities to save face and 
portray ideals of respectable hegemonic masculinity. 
Several studies have focused on xenophobic violence against Somalis in particular 
and the impact on their livelihoods. A qualitative study by Shoke (2015) in Dobsonville, 
Soweto, revealed that xenophobic violence against foreign spaza shop owners was 
based on a number of issues, including unemployment, crime, and xenophobic 
attitudes. Shoke (2015) also determined that Somali shop owners were normally the 
victims of these attacks, due to their dominance in this sector, rather than being 
selectively targeted. Steinberg (2018) made similar observations that in the townships, 
crowds form and they drive Somalis from their businesses, forcing them to flee and to 
leave their goods and their personal belongings to be looted by the crowds and their 
homes to be set alight. However, Piper and Charman’s (2016) survey findings from 
Cape Town, Durban, and Johannesburg differed from the above as they showed that 
all foreign spaza shops are attacked, which signifies that there is no correlation 
between being a foreign business person and being a target of xenophobic attacks. 
However, it is more likely that Shoke’s (2015) findings and Steinberg’s (2018) 
observations are more plausible because the dominance of Somali spaza shops 
makes them a permanent feature in the townships and more vulnerable due to their 
“foreignness” and lack of protection as compared to local shop owners.  
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2.4.3.3  Inadequate documentation and high unemployment rate 
Regardless of the xenophobic violence self-settled refugees face in South Africa, they 
still continue to pursue and engage in socio-economic activities in the transnational 
spaces they have created for themselves in the hope of attaining sustainable 
livelihoods. In South Africa, refugee spaces are linked to the refugee status 
determination process, which is the process that confers refugees with legitimacy and 
rights (Crush et al., 2008). These rights include the right to work, to study, and to 
access social services in the Republic (DHA, 1999). However, the South African 
government’s refugee policy amendments will impose greater structural restrictions 
and fewer rights on refugees (Kavuro, 2019). Crush et al. (2017b) observed that the 
proposed amendments to the Refugees Act of 1998 will result in increased barriers for 
application and renewal of permits, unnecessarily long waiting times for status 
decisions, and growing disregard for refugee law and court orders by the DHA. 
Dejesus (2011:32) termed this conundrum that faces refugees as the “spaces of 
paradox” in which refugees are positioned between immobility and permanence on 
the one hand and mobility and impermanence on the other hand (Gordon, 2016). 
The South African government and the UNHCR do not offer refugees material support. 
The primary livelihood strategies of refugees have therefore been to create work for 
themselves in the informal sector (Crush et al., 2017a). The South African informal 
sector is not governed by refugee legislation but by national, provincial, and local 
policies that make it vulnerable to being destroyed by politicians, security officials, and 
communities during service delivery protests (Landau, 2006; Vigneswaran, 2008; 
Misago & Monson, 2010; Crush et al., 2017b).  
A study by Smit and Rugunanan (2014) on the experiences and survival strategies of 
female refugees from the DRC, Burundi, and Zimbabwe living in Gauteng found that 
the participants were excluded from the formal market and were forced into the 
informal market. The participants had high levels of human capital and skills, but were 
excluded from the formal job market for a variety of reasons, which include 
discriminatory/xenophobic practices, lack of recognition of previous qualifications, and 
language barriers. As a result, the participants were unemployed, underemployed, or 
engaged in precarious informal employment that affected their finances and their 
ability to secure decent and respectable accommodation that would assist them to 
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integrate into their host communities (Smit & Rugunanan, 2014). This lack of 
opportunities for formal employment leads the refugees to hone other livelihood 
strategies, especially in the informal sector, and in extreme cases may engage in 
illegal activities that might bring them in conflict with the local communities. 
Crea et al.’s (2016) study of urban refugee livelihoods in South Africa found that 
refugee livelihoods were vulnerable due to significant barriers such as community 
violence and xenophobic attacks during protests, overcrowding, exploitation by the 
government and security officials, and oversaturated markets for their small 
businesses. These structural barriers led the participants to seek material assistance 
from local NGOs. Somali refugees have been able to carve out niche markets for 
themselves in townships, which are sometimes dangerous. Thompson’s (2016) study 
found that due to Somali human mobility and capitalist enterprise in the townships, 
distinct social and spatial patterns of integration within and beyond South Africa were 
developed. Somali refugees were able to produce their own transnational space, as 
well as develop unique patterns of livelihoods entrenched in a geography of mobility 
due to township violence, entrepreneurship, remittance of profit, investment, risk, and 
opportunity (Thompson, 2016). Thompson’s (2016) findings highlighted how some 
urban refugees in South Africa are able to carve out businesses in the informal sector 
due to the availability of financial capital and strong social networks.  
This section highlighted the structural challenges that refugees in South Africa 
experience. They are faced with numerous social exclusion mechanisms such as 
laws, policies, and regulations that monopolise access to resources and by using 
certain social and/or physical characteristics such as race, gender, language, 
ethnicity, origin, or religion to legitimise this fencing-in of opportunities (Crush et al., 
2017b). Social exclusion results in poverty among the refugee population and unequal 
power relations between refugees and host communities (Smit & Rugunanan, 2014). 
This also severely affects how they construct their masculinities. As a result, this thesis 
investigated how the social exclusion mechanisms experienced by Somali refugee 
men in South Africa affected their livelihood strategies, as well as their masculinity 
constructs. The following section reviews literature that intersects studies on resilient 
and sustainable refugee livelihoods, refugee social capital, and masculinity, as the 
three key variables of this study. 
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2.5  THE POTENTIAL FOR SUSTAINABLE REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS  
This chapter has so far laid the groundwork in terms of understanding the situation of 
refugees and their livelihoods globally, in sub-Saharan Africa, and in South Africa. The 
structural challenges that refugees experience were revealed in order to shed light on 
the precarious nature of refugee livelihoods. This section aims to offer an alternative 
view based on literature that highlights how refugee livelihoods are resilient and can 
be sustainable if the environment and policies are conducive to refugees’ socio-
economic development 
Refugee livelihoods refer to the way that refugee households utilise their assets, 
capabilities, and strategies in order to maintain and sustain life (De Vriese, 2006; Crea 
et al., 2016). It is an important field of study as refugee situations tend to be prolonged 
and protracted and stretch over years and even decades (Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016). 
As a result, scholars agree that it has become essential to integrate refugees into the 
countries of first asylum by ensuring that they have access to economic opportunities 
and livelihoods (Ager & Strang, 2008; Elliot & Yusuf, 2014; Pittaway, Bartolomei & 
Doney, 2016; Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016).  
While part of host communities, refugees are still more vulnerable than their hosts 
regardless of interventions. This is due to the uneven access to resources that 
negatively impact on their ability to become economically and socially secure 
(Jacobsen, 2002). Research on refugee livelihoods in Kampala, New Delhi, and 
Johannesburg by Buscher (2011) indicated that refugee livelihoods are vulnerable due 
to exclusionary laws and policies and their implementation by host governments. 
Buscher’s (2011) study found that host governments want refugees to be allowed entry 
only as temporary guests (not permanent residents) and to receive poor standards of 
physical security and protection. They also wish to restrict their freedom of movement 
and settlement, as well as their property rights and access to employment. This 
significantly affects refugees’ ability to be resilient to economic stressors, hinders their 
access to basic services, and leaves them vulnerable to violence, xenophobia, 
precarious housing situations, prostitution, police extortion, and arbitrary arrest and 
detention (Buscher, 2011). The following sub-section discusses refugee livelihoods 
and their ability to build resilience. 
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2.5.1  Resilient refugee livelihoods 
Resilience is defined by Van Breda (2018:4) as “the multilevel processes that systems 
engage in to obtain better-than-expected outcomes in the face or wake of adversity”. 
Multilevel refers to the multiple socio-ecological domains within which resilience 
processes take place, not just in the individual (Van Breda, 2018), while systems refer 
to different-sized structures such as individuals, families, organisations, and 
communities wherein resilience also takes place and has an effect (Van Breda, 2018). 
Stated differently, resilience is the ability to anticipate, endure, and recover from 
external shocks and pressures (Fiddian-Qasmiyeh & Ager, 2013). Scholarly studies 
note some key factors that are considered central to the resilience of African refugees, 
depending on the age of the refugees, namely spirituality and religion, social support 
(from friends, family and community), belonging to a school or being able to access 
education, reframing, suppression, and individual factors (Sherwood & Liebling-
Kalifani, 2012; Weine et al., 2014; Betancourt et al., 2015; Haffejee, 2015; Kiteki, 
2016).  
One important refugee asset that is considered central to this study and which 
strengthens refugees’ resilience to livelihood shocks is social networks. Refugees 
utilise the various social networks available to them in order to enhance their 
livelihoods. In a study of the personal networks in Congolese refugee communities, 
Amisi (2006) found that refugee social networks played a significant role in maintaining 
their economic survival. Refugees also utilise bridging social capital to create networks 
in their host communities, which benefits and reinforces their livelihoods. Refugees in 
the Sembakounya camp in Guinea set up a number of co-owned businesses with their 
host communities through the personal connections they had developed. (Andrews, 
2003). Vertical bridging of social networks also benefits refugees by providing 
livelihood opportunities. Egyptian-Sudanese restaurant and shop owners in Cairo 
prefer to hire Sudanese refugees, which provides the refugees with a livelihood 
(Grabska, 2006), and, although the number is small, Burmese refugees are legally 
employed in Thailand’s fishing, agriculture, and textile industries despite the 
restrictions on refugee labour (Brees, 2008). 
Studies have also shown the importance of remittances in strengthening the resilience 
of refugees in transnational spaces (Horst, 2004, 2006; Monsutti, 2005; Lindley, 2007, 
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2010). Remittances complement the income of refugee recipients, which makes them 
more resilient, as well as strengthening the economic capabilities of refugee 
households when invested into income-generating projects (Taylor, 1999; Orozco, 
2003). For example, Somali refugees in Kenya, through their transnational ties with 
the Somali diaspora in developed countries, have mobilised the necessary funds to 
launch minibus businesses that provide them with an opportunity to acquire income 
and build resilience to livelihood shocks (Campbell, 2005b). 
When faced with harsh and exclusionary policies in host countries, studies show that 
refugees resort to entrepreneurship by setting up small businesses in the informal 
economy. Self-settled refugees in Nairobi have set up restaurants and kiosks in the 
informal sector of the country (Pavanello, Elhawary & Pantuliano, 2010). In Ghana, 
due to the high demand for construction, telecommunications and water supply 
Liberian refugees have established profitable businesses in these fields (Dick, 2002). 
These findings were also echoed by Bokolo’s (2018) study in Soweto, which found 
that Somali refugees have adopted superior entrepreneurial practices, which rely 
greatly on strong and solid social or migrant networks to achieve the positive results 
that they experience. These include, inter alia, sharing of information and resources, 
which happens in these networks (Bokolo, 2018). These resources are described as 
social capital that migrants can draw from for the success of their entrepreneurial 
endevours. Refugees therefore form intra-group linkages in order to build resilience, 
as well as to survive in often hostile host communities.  
Another major factor that contributes to refugees’ resilience is religion and spirituality. 
Several studies have shown that religion in its many forms is associated with improving 
a person’s physical and psychological wellbeing (Johnson, 2016; Hasan, 2017; 
Mhaka-Mutepfa & Maundeni, 2019). For example, Muruthi et al. (2020) submitted that 
a belief and trust in God assisted people to make meaning of their lives and regain 
control. In another study, Lusk et al. (2019) found that some refugees resigned 
themselves to their situations, and believed that their fate was in God’s hands. While 
spirituality provided other refugees with strength; whether it was a belief in a “higher 
power, calling on dead relatives, or something deep inside”, spirituality helped refugee 
people to endure and survive through difficult times (Sossou et al., 2008:378). 
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Considering all this evidence, it seems that the fields of resilience, sustainable 
development, and sustainable livelihoods have become important to refugee studies 
in order to develop policy and interventions that will assist refugees and increase their 
ability to be self-reliant and self-sufficient. In the scholarship on male Somali refugees’ 
livelihoods, it is fundamental to review literature on the sustainability of refugee 
livelihoods by taking into account two key themes, namely social capital and 
masculinity. The following sub-section reviews literature on the intersection between 
social capital and sustainable refugee livelihoods. 
2.5.2  Social capital and refugee livelihoods 
Prior to 1960, economists viewed capital in financial and physical terms, but in the 
1960s the idea shifted to include people and their capabilities (Field, 2017). Social 
capital consists of personal connections, interpersonal interactions, and shared sets 
of values among a group of people (Field, 2017). High levels of social capital in a 
community are linked to reduced levels of unemployment because of the effectiveness 
of sharing information about employment opportunities and workers (Freitag & 
Kirchner, 2011).  
For refugees, social capital has several benefits. It helps them to obtain information 
about migration routes, likely destinations, and possible employment opportunities 
from their social network. As such, refugee social networks are active well before, 
during, and after their flight (Amisi, 2006). Studies have also shown how social capital 
helps resettled refugees to integrate into their host communities (Goodson & 
Phillimore, 2008; Elliot & Yusuf, 2014; Pittaway et al., 2016). Ager and Strang (2008) 
proposed a four-level framework for refugee integration. The second level deals with 
social connections that include social links, social bonds, and social bridges. Social 
bonding tends to reinforce exclusive identities between individuals with similar socio-
economic status and demographics (Putnam, 2000). The creation of refugee 
community groups often counters the social exclusion that refugees endure in society, 
marks their multiple identities, and also preserves their culture while expressing 
solidarity (Zetter et al., 2006). 
Social bridging is more about forming looser networks with people across diverse 
social cleavages who are less demographically similar but who share similar 
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objectives and work together to advance them (Putnam, 2000). For refugees, social 
bridging is built through dialogue as they take part in activities in the broader 
community, which may be education, employment, or religion based (Harris & Young, 
2010). Social links refer to the connections that refugees and refugee groups have 
with state institutions and structures – it consequently relates to authority and power 
(Pittaway, Muli & Shteir, 2009). Refugees utilise social links to access state services 
or advocate for activities meant to promote refugee-friendly government policies with 
organisations such as the UNHCR (Elliot & Yusuf, 2014). As a result, through 
continuous engagement, refugees can improve their access to resources, power and 
develop greater opportunities which they can use to contribute meaningfully in their 
host communities.  
There is a limited number of studies that have also generated inconsistent data with 
regard to social capital and refugees’ labour market integration (Aguilera & Massey, 
2003; Li, 2004; Lancee, 2010). Drever and Hoffmeister (2008) found that social capital 
assisted refugees to find employment as it compensated for a lack of formal 
qualifications. However, Potocky-Tripodi’s (2004) findings were in contrast with the 
positive link between social capital and refugees’ integration processes. Instead, 
language proficiency and human capital were more important with regard to refugees’ 
employment status and income compared to social capital (Gericke et al., 2018). In 
addition, there is a contrast in findings concerning the role of cultural or ethnic bonding 
and bridging of social capital in relation to refugees’ labour market integration 
(Phillimore & Goodson, 2006; Lancee, 2016).  
Tight bonding social ties are often linked to sealed-off refugee communities that have 
a shortage of economic and social resources in host communities because they may 
only have access to highly unified and limited information (Nannestad, Svendsen & 
Svendsen, 2008). Bridging social capital provides refugees with opportunities to 
access employment-related information that offers them social mobility (Lancee, 
2016). Other studies have also shown that bonding social capital can assist refugees 
secure housing or employment (Li, 2004; Cheung & Phillimore, 2014); thus 
contributing to their assimilation and job market integration.  
Gericke et al.’s (2018) study of Syrian refugees in Germany found that refugees 
utilised both bonding and bridging social capital in order to integrate into the labour 
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market. They found that vertical bridging social capital is a valuable source for securing 
adequate employment; while horizontal bonding social capital and independent job-
searching approaches may more often result in low-skilled work or underemployment. 
However, in the context of Somali refugees in South Africa, horizontal bonding of 
social capital is likely to lead to the creation of small but more profitable spaza shops. 
It is therefore not always the case that horizontal bonding leads to underemployment. 
Rather, it can result in the creation of more nuanced livelihood strategies, as some 
studies have revealed.  
Refugee social capital not only offers opportunities for labour market integration but 
also offers opportunities for refugee entrepreneurship (Bizri, 2017). Similar to 
entrepreneurs who engage in entrepreneurial activities out of opportunity or necessity, 
refugees arriving in a new country can be both pushed and/or pulled into 
entrepreneurship (Williams & Williams, 2014). In host countries, refugees often face a 
number of structural obstacles such as discrimination and inadequate cultural and 
human capital that hinder their labour market integration, which pushes them into 
entrepreneurship as a means of generating income and earning a living (Elo, 2016). 
In some instances, refugees have a strong sense of self-reliance and self-sufficiency 
that pulls them into entrepreneurship (Legrain, 2007; Anderson, Drakopoulou Dodd & 
Jack, 2010). Refugee entrepreneurship is viewed as a survival strategy (Portes, 1994), 
which involves depending on the social capital of their ethnic group (Drori, Honig & 
Wright, 2009) in the absence of any other significant economic options.  
For some refugee groups, such as Somalis, their entrance into entrepreneurial 
activities is largely attributed to their ethnicity, which drives them to be more 
entrepreneurial than other refugee groups or ethnicities (Fairlie & Meyer, 1996; 
Chaganti & Greene, 2002). Somalis are able to use their ethnic resources such as 
social capital in an embedded network in the new country (Chand & Ghorbani, 2011; 
Koning & Verver, 2013). As Thompson (2016) found in his study of Somali refugee 
businesses in the Gauteng province, South Africa, Somali refugees are able to take 
advantage of the underdeveloped markets such as spaza shop businesses and 
turning them into niche markets and ethnic enclaves in the host country. Somali 
refugees in South Africa utilise their access to ethnic and refugee networks, informal 
sources of financial capital and labour through ethnic ties, and shared cultural values 
and language to successfully engage in entrepreneurial activities (Thompson, 2016). 
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However, these studies on refugee social capital and entrepreneurship focused on 
those refugees who were able to raise financial capital to start a business. They 
neglected to examine how other refugees who are not able to or who do not have 
access to financial capital eke out a living. This is a disparity that this thesis addresses 
by gaining insight into the livelihood activities of male Somali refugees who are 
considered to be at the lowest end of globalisation and who do not have access to 
financial capital with which to set up entrepreneurial activities. 
Collectively, these studies outline a critical role for social capital in refugee integration 
into the labour market or entrepreneurial activities. Although refugees utilise their 
social capital to integrate into the labour market, there are structural impediments 
(such as discrimination, restrictive laws, inadequate documentation, among others) 
that limit the kind of employment that they can find and engage in. The literature on 
refugee social capital and labour market integration largely focuses on the benefits of 
social capital for refugee employment and entrepreneurship but neglect the effects of 
refugee social capital on the sustainability of refugee livelihoods over a prolonged 
period of time. This study sought to fill that gap by highlighting not only how social 
capital benefits male Somali refugees, but whether or not Somali social capital 
positively influences the long-term sustainability of Somali refugee livelihoods in South 
Africa. This study further explored the forms of social capital that offer male Somali 
refugees more significant benefits in South Africa. The following sub-section reviews 
literature on masculinity and how it influences and intersects with refugee livelihoods. 
2.5.3  Masculinity and refugee livelihoods 
In many refugee situations, regardless of whether it is in a refugee camp or among 
self-settled refugees, women are the most frequent recipients of aid and humanitarian 
programmes, which pushes refugee men to find work (Hilhorst, 2016). Furthermore, 
refugee men who are often confined to the refugee camp or house, as a result, are 
ever more emasculated, depressed, and frustrated (Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016). 
Without access to formal employment, “outside” life, and their own dignity, refugee 
men are unable to attain respectable masculinities (Kleist, 2010) because they are 
incapable of fulfilling their traditional roles as family breadwinners and protectors 
(Quist, 2016). This threatens the core of their manhood and gendered relationships 
(Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016). 
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The above discussion highlights that in as much as gender practices in the context of 
refugees drastically shift, gender norms and expectations remain consistent. 
Interestingly, Kabachnik et al.’s (2013) study on refugees from the disputed Abkhazia 
region living in Georgia found that the severe changes in the roles of refugee men and 
women are not complemented by a philosophical or permanent change to the 
dominant patriarchal ideology. The refugee men were not able to fulfil their customary 
role as breadwinners and felt ashamed and humiliated because of the adaptability of 
the women in similar situations. From the findings, Kabachnik et al. (2013) concluded 
that refugee women’s adaptation due to the men’s inability to provide for the family 
caused disruption and imbalance, which they viewed as leading to “traumatic 
masculinities” on the part of the refugee men. 
Because refugee men may find it difficult to accept changing gender roles and the 
increased economic responsibilities of women (Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016), it can 
lead to frustration, aggression, and domestic violence (Silberschmidt, 2005; Alcaraz & 
Suarez, 2006; Amuyunzu-Nyamongo & Francis, 2006). Similarly, Syrian refugee men 
living in Jordan exhibited heightened domestic-level stress, tension, and violence 
(Ritchie, 2018). The refugee men were extremely frustrated because of the hostility of 
the Jordanians, as well as their own failure to support their families due to a work 
moratorium placed on them (Ritchie, 2018). Refugee women’s involvement in 
economic activities without domestic support from their male counterparts can lead to 
violence if refugee men feel threatened (International Rescue Committee, 2014).  
In exile, refugee men often need to adjust their ideas of manhood. Syrian refugee men 
in Egypt have had to renegotiate their notions of masculinity because the traditional 
representations of ideal masculinity were in conflict with Syrian refugee men’s lived 
reality in Egypt (Suerbaum, 2018). Syrian refugee men measure themselves in relation 
to the success they achieve as men, whether they are hardworking and manage to 
make a living during displacement, whether they can provide for their wives, and 
whether they can afford to pay for wedding expenses (Suerbaum, 2018). Syrian 
refugee men also define their masculinity against a static, idealised femininity 
(Suerbaum, 2018). Interestingly, Suerbaum (2018) highlights why it is important to 
consider the dynamic and at times contradictory nature of masculinities so as to better 
understand men’s changing realities in exile. 
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When refugee men’s masculinities are challenged, they enact alternative masculinities 
as coping and resilience mechanisms. Refugee men from Burundi, the DRC, Rwanda, 
and South Africa living in Kenya developed alternative masculinities that are 
sustainable in an environment that is characterised by existential threats (Jaji, 2009). 
Jaji (2009) found that refugee men in Kenya were unemployed, unmarried, childless, 
lived in fear of reprisals, had low levels of human and financial capital, depended on 
humanitarian aid, and could not control, protect, or provide for a family. All these 
factors weakened the refugee men’s masculinity constructs; they were expected to be 
strong, without fear, and able to provide for themselves and their families as espoused 
by cultural and religious beliefs. But, due to the dissonance between their values and 
reality, the refugee men developed alternative masculinities, which varied from violent 
to benign masculinities (Jaji, 2009). These were developed as coping mechanisms to 
the numerous structural challenges and social exclusion policies implemented by the 
Kenyan government, which hindered their ability to build resilience while also striving 
to attain sustainable refugee livelihoods. 
Taken together, these studies support the notion that, in most cases, refugee men’s 
livelihoods are vulnerable, whether in a refugee camp or among self-settled refugees. 
This is because of the various restrictions placed on them as refugee men, which limit 
their ability to move around freely, find gainful employment, or start their own 
businesses. Refugee men continue to hang on to the idealised notions of hegemonic 
masculinity that are based on a hierarchy, status, and responsibility, which contrasts 
their lived reality as refugees in exile (Quist, 2016). Similarly, in the context of South 
Africa, about which little has been written to link refugee livelihoods and masculinity 
construction, this study explored the sustainability of male Somali refugee livelihoods, 
as well as the resilience and types of masculinities that Somali refugees exhibit when 
faced with structural challenges and social exclusion policies that limit their 
engagement in socio-economic activities. The following section discusses literature on 
Somali refugee livelihoods sustainability in particular. 
2.6  SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS 
Somalia is now sixth after Syria, Venezuela, Afghanistan, South Sudan, and Myanmar 
in terms of the number of refugees worldwide (UNHCR, 2020). Over a million Somalis 
still endure protracted situations of displacement, which have lasted nearly three 
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decades, with approximately one million refugees in the neighbouring countries of 
Ethiopia, Kenya, and Yemen (UNHCR, 2020). 
In terms of the socio-economic status of Somali refugees internationally, many Somali 
refugees had higher social status in Somalia than they achieve in the diaspora 
(Fangen, 2006; Abdi, 2016). Although most Somalis are in a better economic situation 
in the diaspora than in Somalia, they are placed low on the social scale, and they 
experience many difficulties that they had not anticipated (Smith, 2012). They 
experience an increase in social standards, but a decrease in social position and 
hierarchy (Fangen, 2006). According to most indicators of living standards, Somalis 
are the refugee group that has the poorest ratings (Pascucci, 2016). In the diaspora, 
they are more often unemployed than any other groups of first-generation immigrants 
(Fangen, 2006; Al-Sharmani, 2010; Bakker, Dagevos & Engbersen, 2014). In 2001, 
25.8% of Somalis in Norway were employed, against 38.3% of first-generation 
Pakistanis and 64.8% of persons without an immigrant background (Lie, 2004). 
Somalis have great difficulty finding accommodation, and landlords are often reluctant 
to let to Somali families with many children (Fangen, 2006; Lamkaddem et al., 2015; 
Hyndman & Giles, 2016). In quantitative Norwegian studies of living conditions of 
refugees in 1996 and 2006, more than half of the Somalis reported that they definitely 
had been discriminated against when attempting to rent or buy an apartment (Blom, 
1998; Blom & Henriksen, 2009). 
Western scholars, from countries such as Australia, the UK, Canada, and Finland, 
reveal very much the same picture of the situation of Somali refugees. Even though 
Somali settlement in Britain goes back to the early 1900s, the picture of those lowest 
in the hierarchy is used as a description by Pollard et al. (2019), who studied Somalis 
in Sheffield. In line with the Somali situation in Norway, studies show that illiteracy, 
chronic unemployment, poor housing, and consequent problems in accessing 
mainstream educational and social services are typical for Somalis both in the UK and 
in Norway (Engebrigtsen, 2004; Collyer et al., 2017; Ruiz & Vargas-Silva, 2018). The 
greatest difference in the situation of Somalis in the UK and in Norway is that Somalis 
in the UK have access to long-standing Somali communities, including second- and 
third-generation Somalis, and that for many Somalis, Britain means home (Naess, 
2019; Scuzzarello & Carlson, 2019). In most cases, recently arrived refugees have 
 
52 
family links with Somalis settled in Britain, whereas this is rarely the case for Somalis 
arriving in Norway (Bratsberg, Raaum & Roed, 2016; Tellander & Horst, 2019).  
In a triangulated study of Somali refugees in Canada, Danso (2002) found that Somali 
refugees experience problems during the early stages of resettlement due largely to 
host language incompetence. The study also found that Somali refugees face social 
exclusion and multiple forms of disadvantages, including high unemployment, 
underemployment, and overcrowding, as well as frustrations and despair that 
sometimes result in depression, suicidal behaviour, psychosis, and PTSD, particularly 
among young males. Danso (2002) concluded that formidable barriers for Somalis’ 
integration have been created by systems of institutional and everyday racism. The 
Somali refugee situation in Canada is corroborated by Bokore (2016) and Mahmoud 
(2018). In Finland, Somalis face more negative attitudes and experience more racist 
crimes than any other immigrant group (Alitolppa-Niitamo, 2004; Kananen & 
Haverinen, 2019; Sotkasiira, 2019). These broad features of Somali living conditions 
provide context for understanding the vulnerability many Somalis feel in the diaspora 
and the resulting over-exposure to feeling humiliated and degraded.  
In South Africa, Somali migration to the Republic has increased due to a political 
economy of opportunity, perceived development, and a diverse population (UNHCR, 
2015). Somalis have no ethnic or language commonalities with South Africa, besides 
Islam, which is adhered to by a minority of South Africans, primarily a small section of 
coloured and Indian people (Maselwa, 2016). Despite their education and 
entrepreneurial skills, Somali refugees find it difficult to gain meaningful employment 
in South Africa (Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; Waiganjo, 2018). Like their counterparts in 
the diaspora, Somali refugees are frustrated in their goals to integrate into the host 
society and formal job sector; as a result, they turn to necessity-based 
entrepreneurship, instead of opportunity-based entrepreneurship (Thompson, 2016). 
They create employment for themselves and sometimes for unemployed South 
Africans (Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; Jinnah, 2017a; O’Loghlen, 2017).  
Working in their close-knit clans and social networks, Somalis are traditionally 
shopkeepers, traders, and business people, rather than labourers, as they value trade 
and entrepreneurship, which hold high cultural value for them (Van Hear et al., 2018). 
They are able to create employment for one another, and, as a result, they are 
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successful entrepreneurs and business owners, with only 10% of Somalis unemployed 
in South Africa (Van Hear et al., 2018), compared to the national average of 23.3% 
(Statistics South Africa, 2020). 
Betts et al.’s (2016:10) cross-country study revealed that  
being adaptive and creative is often necessary in order to meet basic needs, 
to develop income-generating activities, or to keep long-term aspirations alive. 
Even where there are legal constraints on the right to work or freedom of 
movement, the capacity of refugee populations to engage in iterative problem-
solving is nearly always evident.  
However, Somali refugees, like other refugees in South Africa, also face significant 
problems such as discrimination and xenophobia, inadequate documentation, 
crowded living conditions, little to no financial support, or protection from the 
government and the police (Rugunanan & Smit, 2011; Thompson, 2016). As such, this 
study investigated how male Somali refugees in South Africa sustain their livelihoods, 
given the numerous structural challenges that are extensively documented regarding 
Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa and in the diaspora. In addition, the study 
investigated the socio-economic livelihood strategies they engage in and how these 
strategies develop their resilience to livelihood shocks. An analysis of masculinity 
theory in particular and its use in this study is provided in the following chapter.  
2.7  CONCLUSION 
This chapter’s review of related literature showed that refugee livelihoods are 
uncertain and precarious for as long as structural impediments and social exclusion 
practices such as anti-refugee immigration laws and policies continue to exist. 
Refugees, as suggested by the literature, are people with agency who desire to carve 
their own space where they can be self-sufficient and self-reliant. They have the ability 
to utilise their human, financial, and social capital to the benefit of their host country. 
However, the negative attitudes and restrictive policies of host governments, 
politicians, and host communities hinder their ability to fully integrate into labour 
markets and host societies. The literature highlights how the refugees’ inability to 
socially integrate into host communities results in the latter perceiving refugees as a 
burden that needs to be deported. This negative perception results in discrimination 
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against refugees and xenophobic violence by host societies who cannot access their 
government or politicians and thus take out their frustrations on vulnerable people 
such as refugees. In turn, the host country’s economic growth also affects how refugee 
populations are welcomed, integrated, and protected by host populations.  
The reviewed literature also revealed that refugees have access to and make use of 
social capital to build resilience and counter the negative effects of unemployment, 
discrimination, and xenophobia. Refugees use bonding social capital to draw in people 
who share similar demographics in order to insulate themselves from shocks and 
stressors, as well as share information about employment opportunities. Refugees 
also use bridging social capital to develop looser networks and connections with state 
structures and institutions, humanitarian organisations such as the UNHCR, and 
community-based religious organisations that advocate for refugee rights. However, 
refugee social capital is insufficient to deal with the structural and discriminatory 
practices of host governments and host communities. Furthermore, organisations 
such as the UNHCR do not have the power or the will to compel host governments to 
implement refugee-sensitive policies as it is not a sovereign state. It works to protect 
its own interests, while advancing the agendas of the donor states to whom it is 
accountable. 
The chapter also showed how refugee masculinities are often marginalised by 
institutional and governmental policies that do not allow refugee men to work or move 
around freely. This weakens and contradicts the traditional values entrenched in 
refugee men of a respectable masculinity, which requires men to be strong and to 
provide for and protect their families. I foreground this reality further in Chapter 3, 
where masculinity as a theoretical framework is discussed. Most importantly, literature 
on self-settled male Somali refugee livelihoods is scarce. Knowledge of their socio-
economic strategies in East London, as well as their masculinity constructs, is limited; 
it is therefore important for this study to investigate and provide information about 






SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS, SOCIAL CAPITAL, AND 
MASCULINITIES IN A TRANSNATIONAL SPACE: A THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 
3.1  INTRODUCTION 
This research employs theoretical frameworks that serve as instruments to analyse 
the sustainability of the livelihood activities that male Somali refugees engage in while 
residing in East London. The previous chapter argued that male Somali refugee 
livelihoods are precarious and vulnerable due to a combination of structural barriers 
and social exclusion policies and mechanisms. A discussion of the intersection 
between social capital, masculinity, and sustainable refugee livelihoods was 
presented. This chapter expands on this discourse by concentrating largely on the 
theoretical underpinnings of the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF), social 
capital theory, and masculinity theory. The exploration of the theories assists as a 
springboard for developing the methodology that underpins the execution of this study.  
This chapter begins with a review of sustainable development and refugee livelihoods 
literature. This review leads to a discussion of the SLF, within which this study is 
centrally located (see Section 3.3). Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF is significant 
in this study and its theoretical underpinnings are therefore analysed. The propositions 
of this framework are important to understanding what assets male Somali refugees 
can access and how they take advantage of them to sustain their livelihoods. The 
framework posits that all individuals and households live in a vulnerability context, 
which is examined in relation to male Somali refugees’ livelihoods. Furthermore, the 
safety nets and coping and adaption mechanisms to livelihood shocks and stressors 
that male Somali refugees utilise are also examined in this section.   
The third section of this chapter (see Section 3.4) discusses the social capital theory, 
which is regarded as crucial in the pre- and post-migration and integration of male 
Somali refugees in South Africa. Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital theory, and in 
particular his concept of the “fungibility” of capital, is utilised to explore how and for 
what male Somali refugees exchange their social capital. The benefits derived from 
this exchange of social capital for male Somali refugees is also examined. This study 
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is concerned with male Somali refugees in particular; as such, Section 3.5 examines 
the debates around masculinity theory, mainly hegemonic masculinity theory. 
Masculinity theory provides a framework to analyse and understand the socio-
economic behaviour of male Somali refugees in East London. 
An important issue that is highlighted in this study is the close-knit nature of Somali 
society and communities that is developed and maintained through the use of social 
networks in transnational spaces. Therefore, the conceptualisation and intersection of 
transnational social spaces, social capital, and masculinity are discussed in Section 
3.6.  
The following section examines pertinent sustainable development and refugee 
livelihoods discourses relevant to this study. 
3.2  THE CONCEPT OF SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT AND REFUGEE 
LIVELIHOODS 
The idea of sustainability has been an ongoing and contested discussion for decades 
(Henderson, 1994; Hopwood, Mellor & O’Brien, 2005; Adams, 2006; Ciegis, 
Ramanauskiene & Martinkus, 2009; Holden, Linnerud & Banister, 2017; Secundo et 
al., 2020; Zeigermann, 2020). Most sustainability theories are based on three factors, 
namely social, economic, and environmental sustainability (Adams, 1995; 2006). The 
Brundtland Commission Report of 1987 presented the first policy and academic 
debate on sustainable development, which later transformed into the SLF (Krantz, 
2001; Solesbury, 2003). The report steadfastly put the concept of sustainable 
development on the global agenda by defining sustainable development as 
development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs. It contains within it two 
key concepts: the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the 
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and the idea of 
limitations imposed by the state of technology and social organisation of the 
environment’s ability to meet present and future needs (Brundtland 
Commission, 1987:43). 
The concept of sustainable development is the result of the growing consciousness of 
the mounting environmental problems, socio-economic issues to do with poverty and 
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inequality, and concerns about a healthy future for humanity as a result of linking 
environmental and socio-economic issues (Hopwood et al., 2005). Chichilnisky (1997) 
best described sustainable development with the use of axioms. He stated that  
axiom 1 requires that the present should not dictate the outcome in disregard 
for the future: it requires sensitivity to the welfare of generations in the future. 
Axiom 2 requires that the welfare criterion should not be dictated by the long-
run future, and thus requires sensitivity to the present (Chichilnisky, 1997:469).  
In development parlance, the theory of sustainable development stresses that today’s 
society must not abuse resources by disregarding the fact that future generations will 
also need these same resources to survive. 
As a result, early development policy discussions of sustainable development led to a 
shift from a macro-economic and environmental focus to development in terms of 
individual and household health, education, and wellbeing which resulted in the 
coining of the term “sustainable livelihoods” (Scoones, 1998; Solesbury, 2003). The 
promotion of sustainable livelihoods and self-reliance for refugees is largely due to the 
failure of the UNHCR to provide effective solutions for a number of protracted 
situations where refugees have been in exile for a prolonged period (Easton-Calabria 
& Omata, 2016; 2018).  
Sustainable refugee livelihoods are hindered by a number of factors. A study by 
Landau (2007) on migration, urbanisation, and sustainable livelihoods in 
Johannesburg found that inadequate documentation; systematic exclusion from 
employment, financial services, and income-generating opportunities; an inability to 
access social services such as education and healthcare; and unlawful investigations, 
arrest, and detention were factors that exacerbated the socio-economic exclusion of 
refugees, as well as hindered their ability to sustain their livelihoods. In addition, low 
levels of social and human capital and poverty constrain the development of refugee 
livelihoods (Crawford et al., 2015; Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016; Rohwerder, 2016). 
Efforts to promote self-reliance among refugees are often hampered by restrictive 
government policies that limit the movement of refugees, as well as insufficient short-
term local economic interventions and programmes (McLoughlin, 2013). Furthermore, 
the political environment can be hostile and prohibitive for politicians and host 
governments to support sustainable programmes that allow refugees to work and 
 
58 
compete with their hosts, which makes their livelihoods vulnerable and precarious 
(Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016). 
Refugees who face structural barriers to employment and sustainable livelihoods often 
resort to illegally finding employment in order to sustain their livelihoods. In Egypt, 
Sudanese refugees have experienced high levels of unemployment and poverty that 
have significantly affected the sustainability of their livelihoods (Petrini, 2014). 
Accessing a work permit is close to impossible; as a result, the men are informally and 
illegally employed as unskilled labourers and earn very low wages, which are 
insufficient to last them a full month (Petrini, 2014). Similarly, in Bangladesh, many 
Rohingya refugee households are illegally involved in several forms of employment as 
a coping mechanism with economic deprivation, even though they do not have the 
legal right to work (Riley et al., 2017; Ahmed et al., 2020). Self-settled refugees in host 
countries that do not allow refugees to work legally turn to illegal employment in order 
to earn an income and sustain their livelihoods (Agrawal, 2019; Sumarlan & 
Kranrattanasuit, 2019). 
In order for refugee livelihoods to be sustainable, programmes and policies that 
promote self-reliance and that seek to maximise refugees’ human and financial capital 
need to be established. These include skills-based interventions that seek to improve 
refugees’ access to paid employment or self-employment. For example, programmes 
that increase refugees’ access to information and communication technologies, cash 
or voucher assistance rather than in-kind support, and microfinance to facilitate access 
to much-needed capital and programmes that directly employ refugee workers could 
be beneficial (Crawford et al., 2015; Jacobsen & Fratzke, 2016; McLoughlin, 2017). 
The following section discusses the SLF in relation to this study, as well as highlights 
the various sustainable livelihood frameworks that have emerged from the time that 
sustainable development was first conceptualised on the global development agenda. 
3.3  THE SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS FRAMEWORK (SLF)  
The term “sustainable livelihoods” is widely used in development literature and 
rhetoric, but meanings attributed to the term vary widely. The approach is a valuable 
way to think about how to decrease poverty in stable environments, and scholars have 
pursued ways to apply it to refugee livelihoods (Ayoubi & Saavedra, 2018; Ghazali, 
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Leong & Subramaniam, 2018; Salim, 2019). A livelihood is described by Ellis (1998) 
and expanded on by Levine (2014) as the activities, skills, capabilities, assets (tangible 
and intangible), and access to resources that when combined determine the type of 
lifestyle of an individual or household. For an individual, a livelihood is the ability of the 
individual to acquire the basic necessities of life, which are food, water, shelter, and 
clothing. All the efforts involved in finding food and searching for water, shelter, 
clothing, and all necessities essential for human survival at an individual and 
household level are therefore referred to as a livelihood (Ellis, 1998). Among other 
things, the term has come to imply multi-dimensional perspectives of poverty 
reduction, an asset-based approach to development, a focus on institutions and 
policies, and participation by and empowerment of recipients (Ashley & Carney, 1999; 
Carney, 2002; Adato & Meinzen-Dick, 2002).  
Robert Chambers of the Institute of Development Studies in the UK in the 1980s is 
widely credited with developing the theory of sustainable livelihoods (Chambers, 
1986), which was later adopted by the Department for International Development 
(DFID) in 1997 for its development programmes (Kollmair & Gamper, 2002; Solesbury, 
2003). Although the sustainable development discourse has relations with the neo-
Marxist and neoliberalist perspectives in that it effectively gives capitalism a clean 
slate, it not only positions free market capitalism as central to the safeguarding of 
nature and the eradication of poverty, but it also disregards the harmful underpinnings 
of capitalism’s economic rendering of nature and people (Tulloch & Neilson, 2014). 
The SLF’s most noticeable effect is the rise of the human development concept of the 
1980s that was driven by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
through its Human Development Report in 1990.  
Although the framework was initially designed for the rural poor, it is applicable to both 
rural and urban poverty-reduction strategies (Mphande, 2016). Chambers (1995) put 
forward characteristics to describe poor people, which are attributes similarly held by 
refugees. These characteristics include poverty, isolation, physical weakness, social 
inferiority, vulnerability, powerlessness, seasonality, and humiliation. Socially inferior, 
poor, and vulnerable people such as refugees derive and sustain their livelihoods 
through various capitals prescribed by the SLF (Chambers & Conway, 1992). A key 
form of capital for refugees is social capital, which they make use of to obtain 
information on employment opportunities, housing, and life-threatening events such 
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as xenophobic attacks (Ghazali et al., 2018). Social capital is essential in the pursuit 
of a sustainable livelihood. The SLF is applicable to this study because it is designed 
to alleviate poverty, while harnessing the assets of poor and vulnerable people, such 
as refugees, to develop a livelihood that should be sustainable over time.  
Wealthy individuals and households, who in the case of this study constitute some 
members of the host society, have a wider choice of livelihood options than their poor 
counterparts (refugees in this case study). With access to more resources, one is able 
to acquire an education or skills training that can supplement or enhance their abilities, 
thereby broadening their livelihood capabilities and increasing their resilience, which 
is seldom the case for those refugees without resources (Mphande, 2016). Livelihood 
diversification creates increased economic growth and resilience for individuals and 
households (Mphande, 2016). However, for refugees, resilience and survival depend 
on the human capital they possess, or they try to make something from what is 
available to them (Mphande, 2016). They experience restrictions, as highlighted in 
Chapter 2, because they are not citizens of the countries they have fled to. As a result, 
the various livelihood capitals and other demographic and socio-economic 
characteristics that refugees possess or are able to nurture and develop when 
resources are made available enhance their coping and adaptation during times of 
vulnerability (Hugo, 2005; Ncube, 2017). 
The SLF makes four main assumptions, which this study juxtaposed with the situation 
of the refugees (see Figure 3.1). These assumptions are, first, that refugees are 
considered to be living in a vulnerability context in which they are exposed to risks, 
through sudden shocks (such as xenophobic attacks, global economic meltdown, 
retrenchment, pandemics, etc.), trends over time (such as discriminatory policies), and 
seasonal/environmental changes (Chambers & Conway, 1992). Second, refugees 
have numerous capital assets that they can make use of to develop their livelihoods; 
these include social capital (social networks and relationships of trust) and human 
capital (qualifications, knowledge, skills, and labour), although they may lack financial 
capital (income, credit and savings), physical capital (water, shelter, energy,  transport 
and communications) and natural capital (natural resource stocks) which are available 
to citizens of the host community (Chambers & Conway, 1992). Although the DFID 
(1999) argued that the abovementioned five capital assets are put together to form an 
“asset pentagon”, which is used to assess people’s overall asset base (Brocklesby & 
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Fisher, 2003), social and human capital feature most prominently as the assets held 
by refugees. These assets play an important role in survival strategies, both in rural 
and urban livelihoods (Mphande, 2016). 
The third assumption of the SLF, which applies to this refugee study, draws on the 
assets in the refugees’ livelihood strategies, namely the activities and choices through 
which refugees seek to create sustainable livelihood outcomes (Brocklesby & Fisher, 
2003). Fourth, processes, institutions, and policies determine refugees’ access to 
assets and livelihood activities, as well as the vulnerability context in which they live. 
It is here that connections can be made between livelihood activities taking place at 
the micro-level and the meso- or macro-level of policy and institutional contexts 
(Brocklesby & Fisher, 2003).  
Figure 3.1: The SLF  
 
Source: Adopted from DFID (1999)  
 
Although it has rarely been used in explicit refugee situations, during the 1990s, 
numerous organisations and agencies implemented the sustainable livelihoods 
approach as part of their policies. For example, the UNDP incorporated employment 
and sustainable livelihoods as a part of its overall sustainable human development 
mandate in 1995 (Solesbury, 2003; Cahn, 2006). Oxfam Great Britain embraced a 
sustainable livelihoods approach in the early 1990s centered on Chambers and 
Conway’s (1992) work. Oxfam Great Britain viewed the approach as being able to 
integrate the issues of deteriorating economic rights, reducing gender and social 
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inequality, globalising markets, increasing participation, and promoting environmental 
concerns (Carney, 1999).  
The Cooperative for Assistance and Relief Everywhere’s (CARE; formerly 
Cooperative for American Remittances to Europe) livelihood model and approach are 
based on Chambers and Conway’s (1992) definition of a sustainable livelihood, but 
CARE’s focus is on the household level, not the individual level (Drinkwater & 
Rusinow, 1999). CARE’s approach highlights the need to scrutinise roles and relations 
in the household, and monitoring the consumption and asset levels of household 
members (Drinkwater & Rusinow, 1999). 
The most prominent alternative to Chambers and Conway’s (1992) work is the DFID’s 
(1999) sustainable livelihoods approach (Carney, 2003). The DFID modified the 
definition of a livelihood. The DFID’s amendment to the definition lessens the strength 
of the sustainability requirement from the original; it does not require the production of 
net benefits for future generations (Carney et al., 1999). This requirement was viewed 
as an impractical mandate. The DFID stressed that there are several ways of 
implementing livelihoods approaches, but that there are six underlying principles to all 
these approaches, which are people centred, responsive and participatory, multi-
levelled, conducted in partnership with both the private and public sectors, 
sustainable, and dynamic (Carney et al., 1999). It must also be guided by a 
fundamental commitment to poverty eradication, which is the thread that runs through 
all of the DFID’s work (Carney et al., 1999).  
Studies that utilised the SLF framework were able to investigate the sustainability as 
well as the vulnerability contexts of refugees. Teye and Yebleh’s (2014) study on the 
economic activities and livelihood strategies of Liberian refugees in the Buduburam 
camp in Ghana found that Liberian refugees pursued their livelihoods in a macro-
economic environment that was characterised by several forms of vulnerabilities, 
which included inadequate resources and insufficient employment opportunities. The 
study also found that the refugees depended on networks of social capital to survive 
for several years because they did not possess the necessary physical and economic 
assets to live in such a vulnerability context. The formation of more social groups was 
recommended in order to cushion and support refugees in times of need (Teye & 
Yebleh, 2014).  
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Another study by Petrini (2014), which employed the SLF to investigate the social and 
economic welfare of Sudanese refugees living in Cairo, Egypt, found that the refugees 
encountered numerous challenges and constraints. The challenges and constraints 
included high levels of unemployment, as well as a protection deficit, because the 
Egyptian revolution of 2011 saw refugees experiencing increased levels of crime, 
sexual violence, discrimination, and abuse from the police. Petrini (2014) also found 
that no sustainable income-generating strategy was available to refugees. Refugees 
could not plan for the future or solve their displacement situation, access basic 
services, or retain their occupations. As a result, Sudanese refugee livelihoods in 
Egypt were unsustainable.  
Studies on female Somali refugee livelihoods have also been conducted (Al-
Sharmani, 2006; Connor et al., 2016; Fanning, 2018; Frounfelker et al., 2019). For 
example, Jinnah (2013), in her study of Somali lives and livelihoods in Johannesburg, 
found that female Somali refugees exhibited a strong sense of agency. In 
Johannesburg they had a sense of social, economic, and political freedom that they 
exploited in order to open small businesses, trade freely, and/or work for other 
Somalis. This allowed them to earn an income, which they remitted to their family back 
home, improved their own position in their families, or saved for the onward journey to 
another country. However, they also faced new challenges such as negotiating life as 
women without support from their families or clans, not being able to easily travel 
outside South Africa on asylum or refugee documents, and not being able to apply for 
resettlement through the UNHCR (Jinnah, 2013).  
Similarly, a study by Ritchie (2018) on female Somali refugees in Nairobi, Kenya, 
found that these women also enjoyed more agency as the de facto heads of 
households due to the absence of their menfolk, who had to go work as migrant labour 
in far-flung areas such as South Sudan. The young boys who stayed at home were 
not useful in providing for the family as they were usually intoxicated from chewing 
khat2 or could not find employment. This resulted in the Somali refugee women 
engaging in informal entrepreneurial activities such as door-to-door trading or 
operating market stalls in residential areas. The Somali refugee women could not 
engage in certain jobs such as work in the factory, employment in the public transport 
                                            
2  A stimulant drug native to the Horn of Africa and the Arabian Peninsula. 
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sector, and jobs involving unskilled labour as these were basically “off limits” to them, 
due to their labour-intensive nature, male dominance, or being too public, and thus 
against Islam. Just like male Somali refugees, female Somali refugees reported having 
low levels of education, they were not fluent in English or Kiswahili, and had no 
business or formal employment experience (Ritchie, 2018). These studies highlight 
how all refugees’ livelihoods in transnational spaces are precarious. It is not only male 
refugees who have to deal with structural challenges, as female refugees encounter 
similar obstacles. 
Studies on refugee livelihoods by the Refugee Consortium Kenya (2008) and Bille 
(2013) have highlighted the challenges faced by female Somali refugees in Nairobi 
such as inadequate documentation that result in fines by local authorities, a lack of 
access to credit to buy a business licence and/or to formalise their operations, and 
illiteracy, poor skills/capacity (such as limited marketing, management, and 
organisational skills), and inadequate relevant language abilities. Research by 
Raddatz (2013) has drawn attention to less physical social obstacles such as the 
burdens of household responsibilities, “cultural” factors that are linked to gender 
norms, poor access to social networks, and daily harassment on the street by council 
officials, local gangs, or local community members. These studies are important 
because they highlight the vulnerability context in which refugee livelihoods are 
situated, which makes them susceptible to unexpected shocks and stressors on their 
livelihoods that they may find difficult to overcome due to inadequate safety nets. 
The literature on female Somali refugees underscores the precarious nature of their 
livelihoods. Somali refugee women live and work in an environment without much-
needed family, community, and state support (Betts et al., 2014). Refugee men find it 
difficult to accept the newfound socio-economic benefits that refugee women develop 
in exile (Ritchie, 2016). This is because refugee men feel excluded and emasculated, 
as they find it difficult to establish themselves, provide for their families, and to 
negotiate and enact “respectable” masculinity (Kleist, 2010; Al-Sharmani, 2010). It is 
therefore important to better understand the relationship between Somali refugee men 
and women when it comes to socio-economic access and gains. The following sub-
section discusses Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF.  
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3.3.1  Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF 
There are many versions of the SLF, but this study employed Chambers and Conway’s 
(1992) framework, which posits that there are two types of sustainability, namely 
environmental and social (see Figure 3.2). Chambers and Conway (1992:9) stated 
that “environmental sustainability concerns the external impact of livelihoods on other 
livelihoods; social sustainability concerns their internal capacity to withstand outside 
pressures”. Chambers and Conway (1992:7-8) defined a sustainable livelihood as:  
A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets (stores, resources, claims and 
access) and activities required for a means of living; a livelihood is sustainable 
which can cope with and recover from stress and shocks, maintain or enhance 
its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable livelihood opportunities for 
the next generation; and which contributes net benefits to other livelihoods at 
the local and global levels and in the short and long term. 
Chambers and Conway (1992:3) stated that the SLF is both “normative and practical” 
and involves three existing concepts of “capability, equity, and sustainability”, with 
emphasis on both the social and environmental aspects. Taking this into account, 
enhancing capability in uncertain times would help refugees and vulnerable people to 
become more resilient and resourceful and to adapt to this change in no time and, as 
a result, be able to fend for themselves. Furthermore, they stated that improving equity 
should be a priority with regard to making the means of production and products more 
accessible to the poorest and most vulnerable in communities, such as refugees and 
especially women and children (Chambers & Conway, 1992).  
Figure 3.2: Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF 
 
Source: Chambers and Conway (1992) 
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Chambers and Conway (1992) argued that increasing the social sustainability of the 
poorest of the poor, the vulnerable, and the marginalised by putting in place more 
safety nets would be beneficial to them as they would not be severely or adversely 
affected by unexpected external stressors or shocks. These external stressors and 
shocks in the context of refugees include events such as civil wars, persecution, 
xenophobia, sudden sickness or death, loss of assets through theft, looting, and 
violence or the loss of a job. Social protection is an important plan of action to decrease 
poverty, develop resilience, and facilitate development by improving the economic and 
productive capabilities of the most impoverished and marginalised communities 
(Winder-Rossi et al., 2017). Chambers and Conway (1992:10) stated that “any 
definition of livelihood sustainability has to include the ability to avoid, or more usually 
withstand and recover from, such stresses and shocks”. The security of assets, goods, 
and human life, if livelihood vulnerability is to be reduced, is critical. 
Chambers and Conway’s (1992) work compared and contrasted earlier theorists. The 
duo vehemently disagreed with preceding analyses of production, employment, and 
income as being “industrial and reductionist” (Solesbury, 2003:5), which, as a result, 
did not “fit or capture the complex and diverse realities of most rural life” (Chambers & 
Conway, 1992:4). Their obligation that a livelihood should provide opportunities for the 
future generations and net benefits for others has been rejected and criticised by most 
scholars as it was considered impractical and unrealistic (Carney, 1999), even though 
it is accepted that a sustainable livelihood should not disadvantage or compromise 
other livelihoods (DFID, 1999). Other than that, the definition and the framework have 
been used as the foundation for many sustainability projects and have been used as 
the foundation of an approach that has been incorporated into development rhetoric 
and implementation over recent years (Cahn, 2006; Biggs et al., 2015; Liu & Xu, 2016; 
Olivier, 2019; Molina-Maturano, Speelman & De Steur, 2020). The following sub-
section discusses a key component of the SLF: the vulnerability context in which many 
refugees live.  
3.3.2  The vulnerability context  
Social vulnerability refers to the characteristics of people in relation to their ability to 
expect, deal with, withstand, and improve themselves when affected by a hazard 
(Wisner et al., 2004). Aspects such as level of literacy and education, peace and 
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political stability, observance of human rights by those in power, good governance and 
respect of people’s culture, and customs and traditions are some of the aspects that 
reduce people’s vulnerability (Rohwerder, 2016). As depicted in Figure 3.3, the 
vulnerability context focuses on the shocks, trends, and seasonality that are 
exogenous and uncontrollable factors that influence people’s livelihood capitals and 
livelihood opportunities (DFID, 1999). Heterogeneous people or communities with 
diverse ways of sustaining livelihoods are affected differently by livelihood stressors 
and shocks (DFID, 1999). Livelihood stressors and shocks caused by an array of 
exogenous forces contribute to the vulnerability of people who opt to move out and 
migrate to countries such as South Africa.  
Livelihood stressors and shocks can manifest in various forms. They may be both 
man-made and naturally induced disasters (Wisner et al., 2004), rapid shifts in 
populations due to urbanisation (Satterthwaite, 2010), and high unemployment levels 
resulting from poor governance of states by democratically elected leaders (Cilliers & 
Siski, 2013). Other shocks are climate change emanating from global warming (Swim 
et al., 2009), pandemics such as the COVID-19 virus (Fauci, Lane & Redfield, 2020), 
and diseases that affect humans, livestock, and crops due to outdated agricultural 
activities (Salami, Kamara & Brixiova, 2010). Another example of a livelihood shock is 
poor governance, which is witnessed in many sub-Saharan African countries (Alonso, 
2011), which results in increased migration levels with people searching for better 
socio-economic opportunities. 
Figure 3.3: Vulnerability context 
 
Source: Rengasamy (2008) 
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The trends in the governance framework of societies and politics influence how income 
and other livelihood capitals are distributed (Cannon, 2008). It is therefore inevitable 
that, to a certain extent, the vulnerability of a refugee community can be determined 
by the leaders who have the power to make decisions about their situation. 
Advancement of technology can also force people to change their culture and adapt 
to the new order demanded by technology against their will (Clark, 2015). The 
abundance of technology makes it easier for people to make informed decisions about 
migrating when vulnerability levels increase (Almenara-Niebla & Ascanio-Sánchez, 
2019). People can avoid further vulnerabilities by migrating to their already existing 
networks that are easily accessible through these technologies, such as refugees who 
migrate to South Africa because they know someone who is already settled here 
(Ogunlesi & Busari, 2012).  
The vulnerability context can also be influenced by livelihood capitals such as social, 
financial, human, physical and natural capital. Refugees may not have access to 
certain capitals that, combined with how they are exposed to hazards and livelihood 
shocks, can influence if they will be able to survive in the current situation or be forced 
to migrate again (Ncube, 2017). In addition, male refugees’ ability to have a 
sustainable and adequate livelihood is shaped by the interplay of the safety nets and 
resources that they are able to use and the institutions and “politics” that influence how 
they can use the available safety nets and resources and to what effect (Levine, 2014). 
In the case of refugees in South Africa, these safety nets would include, but are not 
limited to, timeous access to valid documentation, social grants, free education, free 
healthcare, employment, financial loans, and protection services. These safety nets 
are essential to increase the socio-economic functioning, adaptation, sustainability, 
and resilience of male Somali refugees to external stressors or shocks such as 
discrimination, xenophobia, violence, looting, poor/inadequate skills base, and 
unemployment in South Africa.  
Sustainability entails meeting current needs without compromising the future needs of 
the coming generation. Refugees therefore ought to build on what they already have 
(human and social capital) to enhance their resilience and improve their livelihood 
sustainability. They need to develop adaptive capacities and be innovative to cope 
and adapt to the host community of South Africa (Pelling, 2010). In exploring refugee 
resilience, it is not advisable to consider predictive outcomes, but it is necessary to 
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build on what is already known, which is the various livelihood capitals to cope and 
adapt in a host country. As alluded to by Folke, Colding and Berkes (2003), the 
adaptive capacities analysis method does not require estimating outcomes, but 
instead suggests capitalising on various capitals and enhancing adaptive capacity to 
cope with upcoming eventualities. The SLF mentions five assets (human, physical, 
financial, social, and natural capital) that the poor and vulnerable can make use of in 
order to earn an income and being able to earn a sustainable livelihood. All five 
sustainable livelihood assets outlined above are important aspects for attaining 
sustainable livelihoods, both in the urban and rural setting. The following sub-section 
offers a critical analysis of the SLF. 
3.3.3  A critique of the SLF  
A critique of the SLF is that the approach requires huge financial, time, and personal 
resources that are often absent in practical projects (Kollmair & Gamper, 2002). The 
SLF also does not take into account the presence of violence and conflict in an 
individual’s livelihood, but rather focuses solely on people in stable environments 
(Jacobsen, 2002). Scoones (2009) pointed out that the SLF ignores politics and power 
and fails to engage with processes of economic globalisation, which are the lived 
realities/contexts in which this framework exists. He added that there has been a 
failure to link livelihoods and governance debates in development. He further 
highlighted that the SLF has failed to address the effects of climate change, especially 
in parts of the world where poverty and livelihoods-orientated development have been 
focused, which led him to note that SLF has been “fiddling while Rome burned” 
(Scoones, 2009:182). 
Scoones (2009) also highlighted that the SLF does not foresee or result in an “end 
result” for the individual involved, and he questioned what future livelihoods would look 
like in 10, 20, or 50 years. The framework does not offer an end result, this is a 
shortcoming of the framework as it only highlights short- to medium-term strategies of 
poverty reduction. The lack of emphasis on livelihood diversification and a shift from 
agrarian-based livelihoods in Africa is another criticism of the SLF (Ellis, 2000). Levine 
(2014:3) criticised the framework as being “too complicated to be useful”.  
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While noting the criticisms of the SLF, Adato and Meinzen-Dick (2002) acknowledged 
the usefulness of the framework as it recognises that people have agency, and 
regardless of their socio-economic status as actors with assets and capabilities, they 
act in a quest to achieve their own livelihood objectives, although, in numerous cases, 
poor and vulnerable people such as refugees are regarded as passive victims or 
recipients of government policies and donor aid who do not have agency (Adato & 
Meinzen-Dick, 2002). The duo, more importantly, highlighted how the SLF looks at the 
macro aspects of people’s livelihoods as compared to how many people live on $1.00 
a day or how many families eat less than 2 000 calories per person per day (Adato & 
Meinzen-Dick, 2002).  
Furthermore, Krantz (2001) highlighted that by focusing attention to the variety of 
assets that poor and vulnerable people utilise when building their livelihoods, the SLF 
develops a more universal view on what resources, or combination of resources, are 
essential to poor and vulnerable people, counting not only physical and natural 
resources but also their social, financial, and human capital. However, Krantz (2001) 
noted that of the five “capitals” available to refugees, the human and social are more 
pronounced as they are inherent with every human being. The other capitals are 
problematic as they may be wielded more by host governments and communities, 
leaving refugees with limited livelihood potential.  
Another merit of the SLF is that it utilises a bottom-up approach that is people-centred 
and has been used to identify challenges that affect poor and vulnerable people’s 
livelihoods (Krantz, 2001). The framework has already been used by the DFID for 
finding, developing, and evaluating new projects and programmes; from reassessing 
current activities to informing strategic thinking and discussion and for future research 
(Krantz, 2001). In addition, Morse and McNamara (2013) noted that the SLF requires 
the active participation of recipients, is dynamic, builds on people’s perceived 
strengths and opportunities, promotes micro-macro links using a bottom-up approach, 
encourages broad partnership between the public and private sectors, and aims for 
sustainability if poverty reduction is to be achieved. 
It is these merits, as well as others mentioned earlier, that justify why this framework 
is used as a heuristic theoretical tool in this study. I note the criticisms of this 
framework; however, it is appropriate for this study as it allowed for an analysis of the 
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livelihood assets that self-settled male Somali refugees in South Africa have at their 
disposal, as well as how they access them. The framework also allowed for an analysis 
of the livelihood objectives, strategies, and vulnerability context of male Somali 
refugees by identifying the livelihood activities that they engage in, as well as the 
shocks and stressors that they experience and how they deal with them.  
The SLF is useful because it recognises that the regulation and use of assets are 
controlled by institutional structures, i.e. the South African government, government 
departments, the UNHCR, and other humanitarian organisations. The SLF also 
permits for an examination of the relationship between male Somali refugees and the 
institutional structures and processes (laws, policies, norms, and values) of the host 
country, and the benefits they derive from these institutions. In addition, it offers an 
opportunity to analyse the interaction between male Somali refugees and the refugee 
laws and policies in South Africa through issues such as access to valid 
documentation, basic social services, and protection services.  
Furthermore, the SLF offers an opportunity to examine the livelihood outcomes of male 
Somali refugees in South Africa. The framework offers a chance to analyse the 
livelihood assets and resources that are beneficial to male Somali refugees, as well 
as the safety nets that increase refugees’ social protection. The DFID (1999) assumed 
that feedback may occur between (a) institutional structures and processes and the 
vulnerability context, and (b) livelihood outcomes and livelihood assets. As such, the 
SLF provides an opportunity to analyse and compare the sustainability and resilience 
of male Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa to other refugee groups in the 
Republic and other parts of the world; taking into consideration their agency, 
vulnerability contexts, and assets. The following section discusses the social capital 
theory that was used to analyse the data in this study. 
3.4  SOCIAL CAPITAL THEORY 
Early work on social capital theory can be traced back to Max Weber and his essay 
titled “Churches and Sects” (1985), where he highlighted how religious groupings 
formed strong informal networks that were able to impose rules and create 
relationships among its members (Ferragina, 2010). The contemporary literature on 
social capital theory has three main proponents, namely Bourdieu (1986), Coleman 
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(1993), and Putnam (2000). This study considered Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital 
theory. Pierre Bourdieu, an influential neo-Marxist French sociologist, was interested 
in how social capital is utilised in society to perpetuate social inequality (Gauntlett, 
2011; Field, 2017) through “capital connections” that underpin and reproduce social 
and economic inequality (Kilpatrick et al., 2003:420).  
3.4.1  Bourdieu’s social capital theory  
In his seminal text, “The Forms of Capital”, Bourdieu (1986) described social capital 
as the social relations, affiliations, and networks upon which an individual can draw 
when pursuing diverse livelihood strategies that require coordinated actions. He 
argued that social capital is the “credit, in the various senses of the word” or support 
that an individual receives from their social networks’ “collectively owned capital” in 
order to achieve a desired outcome (Bourdieu, 1986:21). 
Bourdieu (1986) viewed the size and volume of the social network as important as it 
determines the economic benefits and profit an individual can accrue, which is the 
main reason an individual is involved in a social network (Tzanakis, 2013). He argued 
that all the other forms of capital will ultimately be reduced to economic capital in the 
form of accumulated human labour, which results in the continued cycle of class 
inequality (Portes, 1998:4). Bourdieu (1986) put forward the idea that the inequality 
experienced by individuals in society is rooted in the inherent differences in access to 
the production, reproduction, and distribution of economic, cultural, social, and 
symbolic capital (Field, 2017). Figure 3.4 highlights the factors that influence and 
strengthen an individual’s social capital. 
Figure 3.4: Social capital theory 
 




Bourdieu (1986) asserted that social capital benefits accrue through endless effort and 
constant interaction with the institutions that produce and reproduce material and 
symbolic profits, or economic and cultural capital. The social network is therefore the 
“product of social investment strategies” aimed at reproducing social relationships 
fungible in the short, medium, and long term (Bourdieu, 1986:250). Bourdieu (1986) 
emphasised the “fungibility” of capital, which means the possibility that the different 
forms of capital can be exchanged for each other (Portes, 1998:4). The access to and 
accumulation of resources are made possible through the conversion of social capital 
into other types of capital, namely economic (financial and material resources), cultural 
(skills, knowledge, and education), and symbolic (referring to the symbolic 
legitimisation of a position of dominance) (Bourdieu, 1986). 
Bourdieu (1986:248) viewed social capital as the “credential” that exacerbates social 
inequality through the provision of entitlements to credit via social networks, which 
only benefits those individuals who have access to it (Kilpatrick et al., 2003). In this 
sense, social network solidarity does not naturally emanate from blood ties but instead 
is constantly reproduced through participation, engagement, and contribution 
(Bourdieu, 1986). To retain access to the benefits attached to their membership, 
members of a social network must constantly prove their reliability and usefulness to 
their group (Bourdieu, 1986). 
De Haas (2010:1592) drew on Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of social capital to explain 
the reproduction of inequalities among migrants and to some extent refugee networks. 
He conceived of a “form of location‐specific social capital that people draw upon to 
gain access to resources elsewhere”, which suggests that some migrants act as 
bridgeheads for their own social group and gatekeepers for outsiders. De Haas 
(2010:1592) pointed out that in the context of migration studies, Bourdieu’s (1986) 
view of social capital helps us to understand how, by migrating, people can increase 
their access to other forms of capital that can eventually grow their value in the social 
networks in which they are already embedded (De Haas, 2010; Field, 2017). 
In a study of mobility, money, and power in Somali social networks, Iazzolino (2016) 
asserted that Bourdieu’s (1986) approach underlined the importance of securing 
access to resources – resources that are paramount in defining livelihoods and 
mobility strategies. Iazzolino (2016) further stated that it also helps to explain 
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inequalities both across and within classes in Somali networks, where class happens 
through a double process: on the one hand, dominant Somali clans have generally 
easier access than minority groups to networks that facilitate the conversion of one 
type of capital into another. On the other hand, processes of social differentiation are 
at work also within clans, as some members prove to be more adept than others at 
using their networks to gather assets and to maximise the benefits that they can 
extract from those assets (Iazzolino, 2016). In sum, Bourdieu purported that structural 
constraints and unequal access to resources are due to differences in class, gender, 
and race (Lareau, 2001).  
Several studies have highlighted the importance of social capital in migration, 
particularly for refugees, who are able to use social capital to access information, 
employment, and adaptation support from their networks (Massey et al., 1998; 
Menjivar, 2000; De Haas, 2010; Ferguson, Salominaite & Boersma, 2016). In a study 
on the survival and integration of Kachin refugees in Kuala Lumpur and Los Angeles, 
Palmgren (2017) found that Kachin refugees made use of their social capital during 
and after migration. Palmgren (2017) distinguished between networks of survival and 
networks of integration. He differentiated between the two based on the connections 
with local refugee management regimes such as border and immigration controls and 
humanitarian organisations post-resettlement. Palmgren (2017) found that Kachin 
refugees demonstrated their possession of social capital gained during the informal 
social process of migration to manoeuvre through institutionalised political processes 
of resettlement, which include acquiring citizenship. Post-resettlement, Palmgren 
(2017) found that Kachin refugees exchanged their social capital not only for financial 
or human capital, but also for access to and status in state immigration and welfare 
systems. This supports Bourdieu’s (1986) assertion that capitals are fungible and can 
be exchanged for other forms of capital.  
Another important use of social capital is that it provides access to different forms of 
support post-resettlement. Wells’ (2011) study of the social networks of young 
separated refugees in London found that social networks provided emotional and 
material support for young refugees, which helped them to integrate into host 
communities. This is supported by Bizri (2017), who viewed social capital as beneficial 
to refugee entrepreneurship. Bizri (2017) found that social capital was useful as it 
provided an opportunity for refugee groups to collectively bootstrap and pool material 
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and financial resources together in order to set up entrepreneurial ventures. In a study 
of Congolese refugees in Nairobi, Kenya, Tippens (2019) found that Congolese 
refugees used social capital to promote resilience during periods of political violence. 
Congolese refugees use social capital across different contexts to access and share 
resilience-promoting resources such as emotional, informational, and instrumental 
support (Tippens, 2019).  
The Congolese refugee women primarily relied on informal bonding forms of capital to 
find employment and subsequent financial security, while Congolese refugee men 
exhibited greater access to formal bridging and linking networks that they used to 
advocate for refugee rights and protection when they met with refugee advocacy 
organisations such as the Refugee Legal Aid Project and government representatives. 
These studies highlight how refugee populations utilise social capital to their benefit, 
which they often exchange for other forms of capital to support and sustain their 
livelihoods. The results of these studies are relevant to this research as it sought to 
explore how social capital is employed to enhance Somali refugee livelihoods. The 
following sub-section critically examines the social capital theory.  
3.4.2  A critique of the social capital theory 
A critique of Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital theory is that he viewed social capital as 
a negative; as a tool of reproduction for class inequality that is used by the dominant 
class only (Dika & Singh, 2002). Field (2017) argued that Bourdieu’s view of social 
capital as an elite resource is flawed because he ignored the fact that some people 
like and dislike one another more than others, even though they may be in different 
social circles or cultural groups. Field (2017) criticised Bourdieu’s overemphasis of the 
role of kinship and intermarriage as the only institutions in which social capital is 
beneficial. The 21st-century social relations are more fluid, open, and loose, which is 
something Bourdieu failed to acknowledge in his rather static model of social 
hierarchy, although he acknowledged the agency possessed by individuals (Field, 
2017). Bourdieu’s one-sided emphasis of the benefits of social capital for its holders 
is also a weakness as he failed to recognise the benefits of social capital for the 
recipients, and more so for those from lower social classes (Field, 2017).  
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This study sought to investigate the socio-economic livelihood strategies of male 
Somali refugees and the sustainability of these strategies in South Africa. To do so 
sufficiently, the masculinity constructs of Somali refugees needed to be examined to 
gain insight into how their masculinity constructs assist or hinder Somali refugees in 
their pursuit of sustainable socio-economic livelihoods in South Africa. The following 
section discusses the masculinity theory, with emphasis on Connell’s (2005) 
hegemonic masculinity theory. 
3.5  MASCULINITY THEORY 
It is important to analyse the masculinity constructs of male Somali refugees as they 
engage in socio-economic activities in pursuit of sustainable livelihoods in South 
Africa. Connell’s (2005) masculinity framework was employed as the theoretical lens 
for this study to analyse how the socio-economic livelihood behaviours and strategies 
employed by male Somali refugees in East London shape their masculinity constructs. 
As discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, the concept of masculinity is contentious and one 
on which scholars in gender studies rarely ever agree on (Willer et al., 2013). Some 
scholars demonstrate that multiple masculinities exist that are highly changeable, vary 
across age and within cultures as well as institutional contexts, and interact with other 
changeable aspects of identity in ways that are neither easily understood nor 
predictable (Courtenay, 2000; Chagonda, 2001; Kimmel & Mahalik, 2005; Cornwall & 
Lindisfarne, 2016). Just as there are different kinds of men, so too are there different 
types of masculinities. Euben (2015:514) asserted that “all masculinities are not 
created equal”, and the degree to which one succeeds over others is, like the 
superiority of masculinity over femininity, a matter of power rather than a reflection of 
nature. Connell (1995:67) stated that 
[m]asculinity assumes that one’s behaviour results from the type of person one 
is. That is to say, an un-masculine person would behave differently being 
peaceable rather than violent, conciliatory rather than dominating, hardly able 
to kick a football, uninterested in sexual conquest, and so forth.  
In other words, “normal” men adhere to the constructs of masculinity, which are viewed 
as masculine, while any man who deviates from the “norm” is viewed as unmasculine. 
In the field of men and masculinities, Connell’s (1995; 2005) theory on masculinity is 
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the most influential theory. In her work, Connell (2005) provided a critical feminist 
examination of historically specific masculinities, while at the same time recognising 
the varying degrees to which individual men perform in the reproduction of dominant 
forms of masculinity; thus overcoming the social determinism of sex-role theory 
(Wedgwood, 2009). Connell (2005) incorporated essentialist/biological explanations 
of masculinity with theories of social constructivism that view masculinity as 
fundamentally a cultural product. She acknowledged that two opposing notions of the 
body have dominated discussion on the issue of masculinity in recent decades. 
The first notion simply interprets the main ideology into the language of biological 
science, where the body is viewed as a natural machine, which produces gender 
difference through genetic programming, hormonal difference, or the different roles of 
the sexes in reproduction. In the second notion, which has greatly influenced the 
humanities and social sciences, the body is more or less a neutral surface or backdrop 
on which social symbolism is imprinted (Connell, 2005). While Connell presented both 
viewpoints of masculinity, she adopted a framework more associated to the latter; one 
that viewed masculinity and the body as socially defined. To understand how 
masculinity is enacted in everyday life, Connell (2005:76) argued that “to understand 
gender, then, we must constantly go beyond gender. The same applies in reverse. We 
cannot understand class, race, or global inequality without constantly moving towards 
gender”. Therefore, according to Connell (2005), an intersectional investigation is 
crucial in order to completely unearth the entangled relationship between gender, 
social factors, and relations at both micro- and macro-levels. 
3.5.1  Connell’s hegemonic masculinity theory 
Connell’s most acclaimed work on masculinity theory is in particular her work on 
hegemonic masculinity theory – the dominant masculinity construct that is 
characterised by economic access (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005), male 
domination, financial stability, a breadwinner mentality, and particular sets of 
behaviours and traits that are socially desirable in men (Connell, 1987). Hegemonic 
masculinity controls a hierarchy of masculinities (subordinate, complicit, and 
marginalised masculinities) set up in a way to maintain gender relations. It is a 
multilevel notion that operates at local, regional, and global stages that also 
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concurrently engrosses cultural, individual, and structural factors (Lusher & Robins, 
2010). 
Connell (2005:77) used the term “hegemonic masculinity”, derived from Antonio 
Gramsci’s (1971) study of class relations, where the word “hegemony” referred to the 
“cultural dynamic by which a group claims and sustains a leading position in social 
life”. Her use of the term “hegemonic masculinity” in her studies of gender is meant to 
demonstrate how this concept is taken to legitimise patriarchy and guarantee the 
dominant position of men and the subordination of women and other men (Hall, 2002). 
The behaviours that men espouse in their relationships with other men and with 
women play into the hands of the “patriarchal dividend”, which enables them to gain 
“honour, prestige and the right to command” (Connell, 2005:82). 
According to Connell (1995:77), hegemonic masculinity is “the configuration of gender 
practice which embodies the currently accepted answer to the problem of the 
legitimacy of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant 
position of men and the subordination of women”. This understanding of masculinity 
is the most common in studies of Southern African men and is socially, culturally, 
economically, politically and physically glorified at any given time (Groes-Green, 
2009). In other words, hegemonic masculinity is the socially accepted standard of 
behaviour that all men should portray and adhere to, and although not all men practise 
it, all men benefit from it. According to Duck (2009:287), “hegemonic masculinity 
emphasizes patriarchy, heterosexuality, subordination of others (both men and 
women), economic security, physical dominance, marriage, children and jobs”. 
Similarly, Courtenay (2000:1388) asserted that hegemonic masculinity must display 
masculine dominants through “leadership, strength, power and authority”. However, 
economic access is believed to be the most significant and major element of 
hegemonic masculinity (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Any nonconformity from the 
above, such as poverty – inability to control one’s finances or livelihood – is associated 
with weakness and is viewed as unmanly and unmasculine (Duck, 2009:300). Somali 
hegemonic masculinity must thus ascribe to the ideals mentioned above in order for it 
to gain masculine respectability.  
Hegemonic masculinity uses some socio-economic beliefs and behaviours to reinforce 
itself, such as the “denial of weakness or vulnerability, lack of emotional or physical 
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control, the appearance of being strong and robust, dismissal of any need for help, a 
ceaseless interest in sex, the display of aggressive behaviour and physical 
dominance” (Courtenay, 2000:1389). This suggests that men who adhere to the 
constructs of hegemonic masculinity perceive themselves as being immune to illness, 
injury, emotional weakness, and socio-economic challenges such as poverty. 
Although not all hegemonic men embody all aspects at the same time, they may 
possess particular elements.  
For example, both a professional football player and a chief executive officer of a major 
organisation enact differing elements of hegemony. The football player embodies 
physical strength, whereas the chief executive officer symbolises authority and 
prestige (Ricciardelli, Clow & White, 2010). In this way, hegemonic masculinity is 
symbolised via discourses of sexualities (homosexual vs heterosexual vs 
transgender), occupations (formal vs informal employment, salaries), appearance 
(strength, size, colour, and ethnicity), affects (work ethic, intelligence, and emotional 
strength), behaviour (violent and assertive vs submissive), and domination 
(subordination of women and children) (Pringle, 2005). As these symbolisms change 
over time, so too do the norms of hegemonic masculinity. Scholars have recognised 
that masculinities are also challenged due to generational differences in gender 
attitudes and practices, as well as structural changes in society (Connell, 2005; 
Connell & Wood, 2005). Generally, whenever hegemonic masculinity is contested, a 
new hegemonic form develops (Connell, 2005). Hegemonic masculinity essentially 
becomes more powerful because of its ability to adapt and to resist change (Connell, 
2005). Yet, whatever its form, hegemonic masculinity remains an ideal that is not 
realisable for most men, although it represents a benchmark against which men 
scrutinise their identities (Carrigan, Connell & Lee, 1985; Connell, 2005).  
As an example of the above arguments, in a study of young men in Maputo in 
Mozambique, Groes-Green (2009) found that most of the participants believed that 
having a stable job, being financially stable and being able to provide for girlfriends or 
wives (being the breadwinner), as well as having many sexual conquests were all 
characteristics of hegemonic masculinity. In the absence of the above, violence 
against and sexual power over women were used to assert their hegemonic 
masculinity (Groes-Green, 2009). These findings illustrate the concept of “hegemonic 
masculinity” in which men understood sexual conquests and material possessions as 
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factors that symbolise adherence to this masculinity type. These findings are similar 
to Petrini’s (2014) findings in his study of Sudanese refugees living in Cairo, Egypt. 
Unemployed Sudanese refugee men who could not provide for their families grew 
increasingly frustrated and humiliated by their inability to find work and, as a result, 
they resorted to alcoholism and domestic violence in order to assert their hegemonic 
masculinity and position as the head of the household (Petrini, 2014). 
3.5.1.1  Subordinate masculinity  
The second type of masculinity mentioned by Connell (2005) is subordinate 
masculinity or protestant masculinity, which “represents those that undermine the 
goals of a dominative hegemonic masculinity” (Groes-Green, 2009:289). Gay and 
academically inclined men are presented as examples of this type due to their 
association with femininity (Lusher & Robins, 2010). Subordinate masculinity does not 
seek dominance or control over others, but can be said to be compassionate while 
striving for equality in all spheres of life. Many studies have used the concepts of 
hegemonic and subordinate masculinity to shed light on the widespread gender 
inequalities and injustices, especially in South Africa (Morrell, 1998; Groes-Green, 
2009; Luyt, 2012; Morrell, Jewkes & Lindegger, 2012; Ratele, 2013, 2014; Bhana & 
Mayeza, 2016, 2019).  
3.5.1.2  Marginalised masculinity  
The third type of masculinity highlighted by Connell (2005) is marginalised masculinity. 
Marginalised masculinities are linked to power differentials based on class, race 
(Connell, 2005; Riska, 2006; McIlwaine, 2010), nationality, and citizenship (Wills et al., 
2010). These power differentials constantly and simultaneously evolve and are 
shaped by class and gender (Connell, 2005). Marginalised masculinity is used to refer 
to the masculinity type constructed by refugees and migrant men who are not 
homogenous, but are divided by race (Connell, 2005), class, religion, sexuality 
(Pease, 2009), ethnicity (Hibbins & Pease, 2009), power, and force (Jewkes et al., 
2015). Race and ethnicity construct different sets of relations with gender and, as a 
result, men who are not part of the dominant culture, such as male Somali refugees, 
need to work out their gender identity by “negotiating the meanings and practices of 
their own original culture and that of the dominant majority” in their new environment 
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(Gilbert, 1998:146). This supports Connell’s (2005) assertion that marginalisation is 
relative to the “authorisation or authority” possessed by the hegemony of a dominant 
group of people. 
In a study of African refugee men in Australia (Hibbins & Pease, 2009), differences in 
religion, culture, and ethnicity correlated with lower levels of education, and language 
issues. It also correlated with unemployment, as well as lack of recreational services 
in outer suburban areas of major cities that contribute to anti-social behaviour, gang 
activities, conflict with the police, and violence as diverse male refugee groups sort 
out where they are in the masculine hierarchy. In Africa, studies of masculinity have 
found that due to the diversity of the cultures and religions on the continent, African 
masculinity constructs are not homogenous, but are socially constructed, 
contextualised, plural, and constantly changing (Morrell & Ouzgane, 2005; Mungai & 
Pease, 2009). External influences such as colonisation, religion, globalisation, 
urbanisation, and migration (Mungai & Pease, 2009), as well as internal influences 
such as AIDS, civil wars, and violence, contribute to the ever-changing nature of 
African masculinity constructs (Morrell & Swart, 2005).  
Furthermore, poverty, economic decline, structural adjustment programmes of the 
World Bank (Miescher, 2007), high unemployment (Silberschmidt, 2001; 2005), and 
Christianity (Morrell, 1998) have further disempowered African men and challenged 
the hegemonic forms of African masculinity. African men have seen their patriarchal 
authority and influences weakened and as a result have failed to fulfil the expectations 
of their traditional roles as breadwinners and heads of households (Silberschmidt, 
2005). This led Silberschmidt (2007) to suggest that Western gender theories should 
be revised to take into consideration the economic and political developments on the 
African continent and how these developments have affected the construction of 
African masculinities. To deal with this challenge, Connell (2007) published Southern 
Theory: Social Science and the Global Dynamics of Knowledge, a book that offered 
alternative knowledge produced beyond the mainstream dominated by scholars from 
the Global North.  
The perceived reduction in male and patriarchal authority, according to Silberschmidt 
(2005), has resulted in women challenging their subordinate position, which has led 
African men to use violence to reinforce their patriarchal authority (Ratele, 2014; 
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Jewkes et al., 2015; Van Niekerk & Boonzaier, 2016; Reid, 2018). This is evident in 
South Africa where class and race oppression has emasculated men and where 
violence, particularly against women, continues to be a culturally legitimate form of 
expressing masculinity for both white and black men (Morrell et al., 2012; Bhana, 
2016; Morrell & Clowes, 2016; Gibbs et al., 2019; Okeke-Ihejirika, Salami & Amodu, 
2019). 
Based on her investigation of migrants, masculine identities, and AIDS in South 
African gold mines, Campbell (1997) concluded that the ways in which men 
comprehend their masculinities and how they identify with them play a key role in 
determining how they seek sustainable socio-economic livelihood strategies. The 
process of social identity construction is context-dependent and situation-specific 
(Campbell, 1995, cited in Morrell, 2001). Thus, in the context of a host nation such as 
South Africa that is largely dominated by male violence and racial inequality, it is then 
interesting to analyse how Somali refugee men construct and express their 
masculinities. For the purposes of this study, masculinity, primarily hegemonic 
masculinity, was used as a tool to analyse how socio-economic livelihood activities 
impact the construction of Somali refugee masculinities and how it affects the 
sustainability of their livelihoods.  
3.5.2  A critique of the masculinity theory 
While Connell’s (1995; 2005) research has been ground-breaking and has contributed 
significantly to the fields of gender and masculinity studies, it has been critiqued by 
scholars such as Synnott (2009), who argued that Connell’s pro-feminist position 
viewed all men as similar and homogenous in nature and presented them as power-
hungry villains. Synnott (2009) claimed that Connell presented men as being void of 
emotions and feelings, whose single drive is to subordinate and subjugate women for 
their own personal gain. Adding to this critique, Wetherell and Edley (1999:337) 
suggested that Connell’s theory lacked an understanding of how men negotiate their 
masculinity and that the theory was “mainly concerned with categorizing groups of 
men into types dependent on their shared collective positioning in relation to gendered 
practices”. According to Wetherell and Edley (1999), the theory lacks finer details that 
differentiate between the many forms of masculinities that exist.  
 
83 
Despite these criticisms, Connell’s (2005) masculinity theory remains a beneficial 
theoretical framework to analyse Somali refugee masculinities. Connell’s (2005) 
masculinity theory acknowledges that pluralised and heterogeneous masculinities 
exist; therefore, masculinity cannot be understood as a one-size-fits-all model. This is 
an important admission that consciously and continuously informed the analysis of 
Somali refugee masculinity construction as plural and heterogeneous in nature. The 
following section conceptualises the three theoretical frameworks used in this study 
and shows how they converge. 
3.6  CONCEPTUALISING SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS IN TRANSNATIONAL 
SOCIAL SPACES AND HEGEMONIC MASCULINITIES  
The concept of transnationalism has gained prominence in the field of migration and 
refugee studies since the 1990s (Van Hear, 2014). Transnationalism, as defined by 
Basch, Glick-Schiller and Szanton-Blanc (1994:22), is “a process by which migrants, 
through their daily life activities create social fields that cross all national boundaries”. 
In other words, transnationalism has to do with a kind of social formation that spans 
borders (Vertovec, 1999). A feature central to the analysis of transnational social 
formations is social networks (Smart, 2017; Lubbers, Verdery & Molina, 2020). The 
networks are both autonomous from, and dependent upon, a complex system of social 
relationships (Faist, 2012; Bilecen, Gamper & Lubbers, 2018).  
Transnationalism is produced in a space/place. The notion of space/place is important 
in the lives of all migrants, including refugees. For instance, once male Somali 
refugees leave Somalia, heading for East London, South Africa, they are now in a 
transnational space that will interact with them in different ways. Some scholars use 
space and place interchangeably, but Massey (2005) asserted that a space can exist 
without a place, but that place must have a space. Furthermore, Ettlinger and Bosco 
(2004:225) argued that space is the arena of operation, while “place refers to the 
constellation of behaviours, institutions, and structures in a locality over time”. Schmidt 
(2011) concluded that when spaces have developed specific meanings through the 
interactions of people with/in that space, then place is established. For the purposes 
of this study, only space is considered as the arena in which male Somali refugees 
are operating and possibly creating Somali enclaves. 
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Transnational spaces affect the livelihood strategies available to refugees. In order to 
hone these livelihood strategies, refugees utilise social capital; that is, in-group and 
out-group linkages that, in turn, affect their own masculinities (see Figure 3.5). The 
refugees live and act in a space that they do not own and are therefore constrained in 
their potential livelihood choices. Several studies illustrate the linkages between 
transnational space, livelihoods, and social capital. For example, a study by Van 
Liempt (2011) on Somalian refugees moving from the Netherlands to the UK illustrated 
that a sense of belonging develops through a number of sources and at sites that 
range from local to national and transnational spaces. Transnational spaces can also 
be constraining. For example, Marlowe (2017) talked of the risk of economic 
exploitation that is entrenched in some areas; for example, in the USA, where policy 
necessitates that refugees must secure self-reliant livelihoods within 90 days of arrival, 
which means that they are often funnelled into poorly paid menial work with little scope 
for economic mobility and social inclusion. 
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The constraining spaces may affect the refugees’ coping strategies and ultimately the 
behaviour of men. Jansen’s (2008) study on male Bosnian refugees pointed out the 
difficulties of living up to what the men considered standards of proper masculinity. 
This led the refugee men to resent the weakening of their self-image as bread winners 
due to their reliance on donations, their own low-paying jobs, or their wives’ menial 
wages (Jansen, 2008). The refugee men resorted to compensatory behaviour such as 
alcoholism, which led to domestic violence as they tried to assert their dominance over 
women (Jansen, 2008). 
Men who migrate into transnational spaces alone report a reinforcing of their 
hegemonic masculinity constructs, which is a result of constant internal and external 
(re)negotiating of space. Sinatti’s (2014) qualitative study of Senegalese men’s 
migration to Italy found that migrant men develop multiple masculinities across (and 
within) time and space. The transnational space had a positive effect on the men’s 
hegemonic masculinity constructs as they were able to work, generate income, and 
remit money back home to their wives and families and therefore fulfilling their gender 
role expectations as breadwinners. However, they also had to contend with challenges 
to their manhood that required them to navigate their low social standing as immigrants 
who occupy low-skilled and precarious jobs in Italy. In addition, they also performed 
household chores such as laundry, cooking, and cleaning, which are traditionally 
reserved for women in the accommodation that they shared with fellow countrymen. 
All this had a negative effect on the construction and fulfilling of their hegemonic 
masculinity constructs (Sinatti, 2014). 
These studies highlight the complex interplay between transnational spaces and 
masculinity. Migrant men, in particular refugees, have to contend with downward 
social mobility post-migration, in a transnational space that is highly contested by other 
migrants, refugees, as well as locals. They are constantly (re)negotiating their 
masculine ideals in order to cater for their families, who perceive them as hard 
workers, as well as overcoming the challenges of being a black, low-skilled, and low-
paid immigrant (Sinatti, 2014).  
As a result of this constant (re)negotiation of space and masculinity, refugees create 
their own transnational social spaces. The “production of space” is fundamental to the 
politics of identity for refugee populations who face social exclusion (Kivisto, 2003). 
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Lefebvre (1991:416) asserted that “groups, classes, or fractions of classes cannot 
constitute themselves, or recognize one another, as ‘subjects’ unless they generate 
(or produce) a space”. Refugees create their identity based on the relationships they 
have established through interaction with their social network, which includes friends, 
family members, co-workers, government officials, and ethnic, traditional, and 
religious groups (Jenkins, 2004; Collyer & King, 2014). With increased international 
refugee flows, capital, and information, refugees can “design their own identity” in their 
new spaces (Easthope, 2009:65). The concept of transnational social spaces was 
beneficial to this study because it provided a theoretical point of departure to analyse 
how male Somali refugees established their own identity as entrepreneurs, 
breadwinners, fathers, and upright citizens in the transnational space of East London, 
South Africa. This was useful to this study as it allowed for the analysis of the 
masculinity constructs that Somali refugees exhibit in both their private spaces (in their 
family and ethnic community) and public spaces (in host communities). 
Lefebvre (1991) moved the study of space from how things are produced in spaces, 
to the production of space, in his criticism of capitalism and he distinguished between 
different dimensions of space, namely conceived, perceived, and lived. Conceived 
space is abstract, which McCann (1999:164) defined as “space represented by elite 
social groups as homogenous, instrumental, and ahistorical in order to facilitate the 
exercise of state power and the free flow of capital”. The organisation of lived spaces 
is guided by this conceived space as it accounts for political and economic concepts, 
values, and systems such as financial markets, border controls, citizenship practices, 
government policies, and so forth (Schmidt, 2011). Perceived space is also abstract 
but resides in the mind of the user (Schmidt, 2011). People attain an understanding of 
the meaning of space through the senses (Schmidt, 2011), which affects how they 
filter representations to interact in lived spaces (Lefebvre, 1991). For example, male 
Somali refugees, while making their decision to flee to South Africa, perceived that 
they would have space in which to establish and develop their livelihoods. 
Lastly, lived spaces are concrete and tangible locations where people interact with 
physical arrangements and other people such as a mosque3, a school, and a 
community, among other factors (Lefebvre, 1991). People encounter lived spaces 
                                            
3 A building used for public worship by Muslims. 
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differently. The ideas that organise lived spaces do not involve all people equally. 
Lived spaces are continuously being shaped, reshaped, and challenged by the 
practices of individuals, groups, and institutions in the spaces (Lefebvre, 1991). A 
transnational sense of belonging can show through the development by refugees of 
“new places” in a host society. Places such as mosques, Islamic shops and Halal 
butcheries can symbolise the values, traditions and norms practised in the home 
country (Ehrkamp, 2005; Wang & Lo, 2007) and can offer a nonviolent and familiar 
space for newcomers to explore and discover in an unfamiliar host society 
(Duyvendak, 2011). For instance, male Somali refugees have to navigate their new 
lived space, which recognises that they are refugees and non-South African.  
In addition, Faist (2000) distinguished between three types of immigrant 
transnationalism: kinship groups, circuits, and communities. Kinship ties are premised 
on ethnic or culturally perceived notions of reciprocity that involve the maintenance of 
familial obligations (Faist, 2000). Remittances from Somali refugees in South Africa to 
those in their homeland are a key example of how kinship ties and reciprocity occur 
across transnational social spaces (Batnitzky, McDowell & Dyer, 2012; Silvey, 2012). 
Circuits refer to the circulation of people, information, and goods in a network (Faist, 
2000). An example of such circuits includes the sharing of information among male 
Somali refugees about job opportunities in South Africa. Finally, transnational refugee 
communities are connected by solid and strong social and symbolic ties over time and 
across space to networks and circuits with the help of technology (Faist, 2000). In 
other words, male Somali refugees, as a result of the networks that develop between 
them and particular villages, towns, cities, and regions in their homeland and in South 
Africa, have become bi-local and multi-local.  
It is also important to consider the role of the state in the field of transnational studies. 
The state as an institution continually re-establishes the conditions of its own existence 
(Sparke, 2005), and inevitably attempts to re-territorialise transnational spaces 
through legislation and policies that socially exclude refugees from socio-economic 
activity in host nations (Ho, 2011). For example, as shown in Chapter 2, the state can 
directly influence where refugees live (encampment or self-settle), as well as their 
access to citizenship. States with refugee policies that limit autonomy, freedom of 
movement, and the institutionalisation of refugee livelihoods are thus widely believed 
to have detrimental effects on their wellbeing (Fàbos, 2007). 
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3.7  CONCLUSION 
This chapter began with a review of the emergence of the idea of sustainable 
development on the global agenda in the late 1980s, as well as how it has impacted 
on the development of refugee livelihoods. The advent of sustainable development led 
scholars to develop frameworks to practically assist poor and vulnerable people, as 
well as community-based organisations, to fight and reduce poverty. This study 
utilised Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF, which has received international 
recognition as one of most fundamentally sound sustainable livelihoods frameworks. 
A discussion of Chambers and Conway’s SLF was provided in Section 3.3. Their 
framework was utilised in this study, and its underpinnings, critiques, and benefits 
were discussed in this chapter. The SLF suited this study because it was developed 
to alleviate poverty and established a conceptual model of how to measure livelihood 
assets, as well as prescribes how to achieve sustainable livelihoods. This is relevant 
to this study on male Somali refugee livelihoods sustainability in South Africa.  
The chapter went on to discuss social capital, as one of the five livelihood assets 
highlighted in the SLF as requirements for a livelihood to be sustainable. Social capital 
theory, in particular Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital theory, was the second theoretical 
framework critically discussed in this chapter as it serves as a theoretical point of 
departure. Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital theory was engaged in order to expose the 
“fungibility” of refugee social capital to investigate what other forms of capital it is 
exchanged for and what benefits the recipients derive from its use. 
Masculinity theory, in particular Connell’s (2005) hegemonic masculinity theory, was 
the third theoretical framework with which the chapter engaged in order to expose the 
masculinity constructs of Somali refugees. Masculinity theory provides a framework 
with which to analyse and understand the multiple, complex, and heterogeneous 
nature of Somali refugee masculinities. This theory also provides a basis from which 
to understand the construction and cultural expectations that male Somalis have to 
live up to in order to attain respectable masculinities – a feature that is essential to 
Somali manhood. 
Furthermore, the chapter conceptualised that male Somali refugee livelihoods are 
experienced in a transnational space, which requires that they utilise their social 
capital and masculinity in order to create a transnational social space in which they 
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can engage in socio-economic activities. The successful creation of this transnational 
space results in respectable masculinities and sustainable livelihoods for Somali 
refugees. However, as argued in this thesis, sustainable refugee livelihoods are 
difficult to attain because of the structural barriers and social exclusion mechanisms 
that male refugees encounter on a daily basis, which, if removed, would make attaining 
sustainable refugee livelihoods in the host country possible. The following chapter 





RESEARCHING MALE SOMALI REFUGEES: A METHODOLOGICAL 
ANALYSIS  
4.1  INTRODUCTION 
This study sought to understand the socio-economic livelihood strategies employed 
by male Somali refugees and how they construct their masculinities while pursuing 
sustainable livelihoods in East London, South Africa. In the previous chapter, the three 
theoretical frameworks – the SLF, social capital theory, and masculinity theory – which 
were used as the frameworks of data analysis for this study were discussed in order 
to understand the participants’ narratives. 
This chapter discusses the research design and methodology used to elicit the diverse 
socio-economic narratives and experiences of male Somali refugees who live in East 
London, South Africa. In eliciting these narratives and conducting this study, a 
constructivist paradigm associated with a qualitative research approach was 
employed. This is in contrast to paradigms that support the quantitative approach, 
such as positivism and empiricism, which are linked to objectivist thinking that 
presupposes that human social action is based on objective realities that exist outside 
of the experiences of individuals. The chapter further discusses the study area and 
the reasons for choosing East London in relation to Somali refugee livelihoods and 
masculinity construction. In addition, the target population and sampling procedure are 
reviewed. Data-collection techniques (semi-structured interviews and participant 
observations) are the subject of this chapter. The chapter covers thematic and 
narrative data analyses in relation to how they were used in this study. Lastly, the 
chapter discusses the role of the researcher and ethical considerations. 
4.2  A SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST VIEW OF MALE SOMALI REFUGEE 
LIVELIHOODS 
This study is grounded in the social constructivist research paradigm, which is a theory 
of knowledge construction and understanding of the world that is developed jointly by 
individuals through daily social interaction (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Creswell & Miller, 
2000; Burr, 2003). This research paradigm expects us to take a critical look at our 
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assumptions and understanding of how the world appears to be, which we often take 
for granted (Burr, 2003; 2015). Qualitative research rooted in the social constructivism 
paradigm is defined as research “directed at providing an in-depth and interpreted 
understanding of the social world of research participants by learning about their social 
and material circumstances, their experiences, perspectives and histories” (Ritchie & 
Lewis, 2003:3). In other words, the researcher must not impose meaning on the social 
realities of participants, but must appreciate these social realities through the lens of 
the researched (Neuman, 1997; Creswell, 2014). This view is informed by 
epistemological perspectives that perceive the meanings derived from the everyday 
actions and experiences of people as products of social interactions, which are 
informed by various factors such as social, cultural, political, religious, and economic 
factors (Creswell, 2009). 
As such, social constructivism is an assimilation of both behaviourist and cognitive 
ideals and assumptions, which maintain that learning is a process of constructing 
meaning of lived experiences (Amineh & Asl, 2015). The social constructivist theory 
assumes that understanding, significance, and meaning are developed in coordination 
with other human beings; as a result, social constructivism is based on three specific 
assumptions about reality, knowledge, and learning (Kim, 2001). The first assumption 
of social constructivism is that reality does not exist in advance; instead, it is 
constructed and reconstructed through human activity (Kim, 2001). A group or society 
together invent the properties of the world between them (Kukla, 2000; Burr, 2015). In 
this case, a group of male Somali refugees in South Africa together share their 
experiences of fleeing the civil war in Somalia, their migration experiences along the 
different migratory routes, as well as their post-migration experiences once in South 
Africa. 
The second assumption is that social constructivism represents knowledge as a 
human product that is socially and culturally constructed (Gredler, 1997; Burr, 2003; 
2015). Individuals, as actors with agency, continuously create and re-create meaning 
when they interact with one another and with the environment they live in (Bryman, 
2012). The role of language is of great interest to social constructivists, as language 
is a tool used to share the lived experiences between people, which, in turn, shapes 
their shared versions of knowledge and understanding of the world (Burr, 2015). As 
such, Somali refugees, through their shared experiences, create knowledge of the 
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situations they faced in Somalia and while migrating to South Africa, as well as their 
experiences as refugees in South Africa.  
The third assumption of social constructivism asserts that learning is a social process 
(Kim, 2001). Learning does not take place only within an individual, nor is it passively 
developed by external forces (McMahon, 1997). Social constructivist theory asserts 
that meaningful learning occurs when individuals are constantly engaged in social 
processes and interactions with one another (Creswell, 2009; Burr, 2015). For 
example, male Somali refugees, once in South Africa, form social groups in which they 
share information about refugee laws and policies, employment opportunities, and 
many other socio-economic opportunities. 
Therefore, in this situation, Somali culture, language, masculinity, and context are 
emphasised through social constructivism in order to investigate and understand what 
occurs in Somali refugee society and Somali refugee knowledge construction. This is 
achieved through the use of broad and general open-ended questions that allow 
participants to construct their own meaning (Creswell, 2009). The more open-ended 
the questions, the better, as participants are able to answer in detail and to provide 
rich information that offers the researcher the opportunity to interpret and make sense 
of the meaning others have of the world (Creswell, 2009). Furthermore, this allows the 
researcher to “inductively develop a theory or pattern of meaning” (Creswell, 2009:8). 
The notion of understanding personal and social contexts is referred to by Weber as 
verstehen, which emphasises empathic understanding of others’ lived experiences, 
which requires introspection and reflection on the part of the researcher (Neuman, 
2000). According to Guba and Lincoln (1994) a researcher’s paradigm, assumptions, 
and worldview also shape their selection procedures, which results in the researcher 
presenting a specific version or interpretation of social reality shaped by the 
researcher’s own background and experiences (Crotty, 1998), which cannot be 
regarded as definitive as it will constantly change and evolve, just like the social world 
(Bryman, 2012). For example, as a male researcher researching male participants, it 
meant that I had to continuously assess and evaluate my own masculinity against that 
of my participants. A further discussion of the researcher’s bias, idiosyncrasies, 
introspection, and reflexivity is provided in Section 4.8. 
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The use of a qualitative methodology and the social constructivist paradigm 
complemented each other and assisted the study to uncover what socio-economic 
activities male Somali refugees engage in, what livelihood challenges they encounter, 
how sustainable their livelihoods are, and how they construct, understand, maintain, 
and develop their masculinities. The study interrogated how the participants’ 
interactions with their families, clans, and host communities impacted on their social 
knowledge construction and understanding of their world as male refugees in South 
Africa. The use of qualitative techniques and the social constructivist paradigm helped 
to understand how and what meaning male Somali refugees allocate to their lived 
experiences.   
4.3  MALE SOMALI REFUGEES: A CASE STUDY 
Similar to Stake (1995) and Yin’s (2003) approach to case studies, this study was 
based on the social constructivist paradigm, which asserts that one’s understanding 
of reality is a result of social constructions (Searle, 1995). The advantage of using a 
case study is the close association between the researcher and the participants, which 
allows participants to tell their stories (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). In turn, through these 
stories, the participants are able to describe their views of reality, which enables the 
researcher to deconstruct and subsequently reconstruct the various phenomena in 
order to better understand the participants’ actions (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Yin (2003) 
asserted that a case study design should be considered when (a) the focus of the 
study is to answer “how” and “why” questions; (b) you cannot manipulate the behaviour 
of those involved in the study; (c) you want to cover contextual conditions because 
you believe that they are relevant to the phenomenon under study; and/or (d) the 
boundaries are not clear between the phenomenon and the context. 
A qualitative case study approach was selected for this research because it was useful 
to investigate the case of the livelihood strategies employed by male Somali refugees 
and their masculinities in the context of East London, South Africa. This approach also 
explored how Somali refugee masculinities are constructed based on their lived 
migration experiences, socio-economic activities, and livelihoods in South Africa. 
Taking this into consideration, the primary focus was on the refugee men’s qualitative 
narratives of their socio-economic livelihood activities in East London and the 
sustainability of their livelihoods. Furthermore, there was a particular focus on and 
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analysis of the role that masculinity played in the refugee men’s pursuit of sustainable 
socio-economic livelihoods in South Africa, and how these accounts may be used to 
analytically compare them to the broader theories of refugee livelihoods, refugee 
masculinity, and refugee migration. Such an analysis of cases contributes to the 
expansion of our knowledge on the phenomenon of male refugee livelihoods in South 
Africa (Yin, 2009). 
The aim of studying Somali refugee men as a case study was to develop an 
understanding of what is meaningful for each man with regard to the social 
phenomena under analysis. The intention was to explore the social meaning that 
participants attached to the socio-economic activities they engaged in, as well as how 
they carved out their niche in transnational spaces. In addition, I sought to investigate 
how they understood the construction of their masculinities and how they adhered to 
Somali hegemonic masculinity expectations. By so doing, I was able to compare their 
individual, subjective narratives on the concepts of sustainable refugee livelihoods and 
Somali masculinity and how these are associated with their migration and social 
capital. In so doing, the contestations they encounter with other Somalis, other men, 
their families, and the host communities in which they live were also explored. To 
achieve the foregoing, I had to go beyond the refugee men’s personal narratives to 
capture their emotions, tone, motivations, and prejudices, which motivate their 
construction of refugee masculinities in a contested transnational social space (Gray, 
2014). 
Case studies ensure that a phenomenon is not explored only through one lens, but 
rather through a variety of lenses, which include, inter alia, participant experiences 
and narratives, which enable comparisons between the observed practices by 
participants studied in order to obtain a deeper understanding of these practices 
(Baxter & Jack, 2008; Wahyuni, 2012). To this end, the recordings of each individual 
interview were meticulously transcribed, which allowed for comparisons to be 
conducted between my field notes and my observations in situ of the participants 
undertaking their income-generating economic activities, as well as their places of 
residence. This assisted me to create a wealth of information, which led to in-depth 
and rich analysis to answer the research questions and the study’s broader objectives. 
A combination of these practices also assisted in reinforcing the trustworthiness and 
credibility of this study.  
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4.4  ACCESSING THE RESEARCH SITE 
The study was conducted in East London, South Africa. The city of East London is 
located in the Buffalo City Metropolitan Municipality (BCMM), situated on the east 
coast of the Eastern Cape province (Eastern Cape Socio-Economic Consultative 
Council [ECSECC], 2017). The BCMM is one of eight municipalities in the Eastern 
Cape province and accounts for approximately 12% of the province’s population. 
According to the latest census conducted in 2016, the Eastern Cape province has one 
of the fastest growing populations in South Africa. In 2011, there were approximately 
6.6 million people living in this province, but this has since grown to around 7 million 
people in 2016, which makes it the third most populous province in the country, behind 
Gauteng (13.4 million) and KwaZulu-Natal (11.1 million) (ECSECC, 2017). 
The number of households in the province has increased to 1.8 million in 2016, from 
1.7 million in 2011, with the BCMM having the largest share of households in the 
province at 368 520 (Statistics South Africa, 2018). Within the BCMM there are four 
sub-regions, namely East London; King Williams Town and Bhisho; Macleantown and 
Sandisiwe; and Mdantsane and Chalumna. East London as a sub-region is home to 
approximately 302 000 residents, with an average annual population growth rate of 
1.09% (ECSECC, 2017). The BCMM contributes 1.57% to the gross domestic product 
of South Africa, which had a total gross domestic product of R4.34 trillion in 2016. The 
economic opportunities in and around the BCMM may help to explain why there has 
been an increase in the arrival of refugees in this part of South Africa and the Eastern 
Cape region. 
I purposefully chose to conduct the study in East London, South Africa, because of my 
familiarity with the city after being stationed there during my time of employment at 
ARESTA. In the East London office, I interacted with and assisted many refugees and 
in particular Somali refugees in my role as the Research, Livelihoods and Advocacy 
Officer. This piqued my interest in male Somali refugee livelihoods in East London.  
In addition to my personal experiences, some salient features made East London an 
interesting case study. Somali refugee men are a significant and relatively unknown 
migrant group in South Africa and in East London in particular. They represent, on the 
one hand, refugees who were forced to leave home due to civil war and, on the other 
hand, economic actors who are eager to find and exploit opportunities for free 
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enterprise and self-reliance (Jinnah, 2013). The ways in which Somalis move between 
these roles are not readily apparent and the range of these roles is one of the 
contributing factors to the misinterpretation of this group by host societies (Jinnah, 
2013).  
4.5  TARGET POPULATION AND SELECTION CRITERIA  
The UNHCR (2019a) estimated that there are approximately 949 700 Somali refugees 
internationally. Although the figure underestimates the actual numbers of refugees and 
asylum seekers, South Africa hosts 274 000 registered refugees and asylum seekers 
(UNHCR, 2019b), of which an estimated 42 000 are Somali refugees and of that 
number, 52% are men (UNHCR, 2017b). The exact population of Somali refugees in 
East London is unknown. The Cape Town Refugee Centre’s (CTRC) Port Elizabeth 
office estimated that there were approximately 3 000 Somalis in East London and 
6 000 in the neighbouring city of Port Elizabeth in the Eastern Cape province of South 
Africa in 2016 (Clark, 2016). 
As the Research, Livelihoods and Advocacy Officer for ARESTA from July 2016 to 
September 2017, I interacted with many asylum seekers and refugees who would 
come to the organisation to seek assistance and/or acquire skills training that was 
facilitated by the organisation. One particular individual, Hassan, attended the 
organisation’s events and programmes regularly. He also offered translation services 
to the organisation when it came to dealing with Somali individuals or communities in 
East London. As a result, Hassan and I interacted on numerous occasions, and we 
developed a good professional relationship. When I embarked on this study, Hassan 
offered to help me as my research assistant, and he also offered to assist me to gain 
entry into the Somali community by “shadowing” him on occasions. With Hassan’s 
assistance and through purposive sampling, I was able to access the participants, who 
were all male Somali refugees residing in East London. Hassan also assisted with 
translating and was purposefully chosen because we had developed a good working 
relationship prior to this study.  
The benefits of working with Hassan, who had received two years of tertiary education 
before fleeing the Somali civil war, was his fluency in both English and Somali. This 
was useful as he translated some of the interviews from English to Somali and vice 
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versa. Hassan was well known and respected in the Somali community in East London 
and had a wide range of social networks in the community, from Imams4 to spaza shop 
owners and shopkeepers, which was beneficial to me because I could as a result 
easily access the Somali community. An added advantage of using an interpreter was 
that I was able to do the fieldwork myself and was able to concentrate on my tasks 
fully, which included adequately preparing for each interview beforehand while Hassan 
handled the interpretation (Flick, 2017). There was a clear demarcation of duties.  
Working with an interpreter is not without disadvantages. Hassan, as a research 
assistant/interpreter, is part of the Darod clan, and most of the participants were 
Darod, although four participants were from different clans. This could be because 
there is a large Darod community in East London that invites and receives other newly 
arrived clan members through their social network. This allowed for possible 
interviewee bias as some participants “coached” each other to respond in a certain 
manner (Creswell, 2014). Nonetheless, I limited potential biases by explaining the 
importance of the research, and ensured verification of facts by thoroughly probing the 
participants’ responses. Secondly, there was a risk that some information may have 
been lost in translation, but this was countered by the paraphrasing of the participants’ 
narratives back to them for approval and confirmation. Thirdly, interviews that required 
an interpreter took slightly longer because the flow of the interviews had to be broken 
often in order to allow for translation (Flick, 2017); however, this was mitigated by 
allowing ample time for each interview, as well as between interviews, in order to avoid 
rushing the interviews.  
I used purposive sampling to select research participants. Purposive sampling is 
defined by Jupp (2006:245) as “a form of non-probability sampling in which the 
researcher makes intended decisions about who to include in the sample based on 
different criteria”. I drew upon a sample of 21 male Somali refugees who reside in East 
London, between the ages of 25 and 48, from the total population of documented male 
refugees. Table 4.1 details the demographics of the research participants. After 20 
interviews, I reached data saturation but I conducted one more interview to confirm 
                                            
4  Imam is an Islamic leadership position. It is most commonly used as the title of a worship leader of a 
mosque and Muslim community. 
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that saturation had indeed been reached. My 21st interview confirmed that no new 
information was forthcoming.  
The study involved only men for two main reasons. Firstly, in Somali society, men 
predominantly engage in economic activities while women are generally confined to 
the household (El-Bushra & Gardner, 2016; Al-Huraibi, 2017; Hassan, 2017; Ritchie, 
2018). The purpose of this study was to investigate the socio-economic livelihood 
strategies and activities of male Somali refugees in South Africa, it was prudent to 
engage the most active economic actors in Somali society, who are largely male (Abdi, 
2019). Secondly, as a man, and based on previous research experience, it was 
somewhat easier for me to interview men as compared to women. The fact that I am 
male meant that I shared something in common with the Somali men – our gender. 
This would enable and encourage the men to be more comfortable and willing to talk 
to me as a man about their more personal, painful, and traumatic experiences, which 
was something I did not foresee Somali women being comfortable with, especially 
because of the added cultural, religious, and socio-economic differences between us 
(Hewitt, 2007).  
This view is supported by studies that assert that homogenous focus groups and 
research participants that include the researcher yield the greatest degree of 
interaction and open communication (Sherman, 2002; Hewitt, 2007; Pilcher & Coffey, 
2018). Sallee and Harris (2011) found that in qualitative studies of masculinity, women 
interviewing male participants resulted in a social desirability bias, in which 
participants shape and calculate their responses to tell the female researcher what 
they think the researcher wants to hear in alignment with perceived social norms. This 
led Levinson (1998) to conclude that male researchers are often viewed as “insiders” 
by male participants when issues concerning gender are the focus of the inquiry. 
However, researchers must always be aware and reflective of the role and influence 
their gender poses to participants and to the study regardless of gender similarities or 

















Bashir 33 Married 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2003 
Canab 30 Single 0  Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2009 
Daahir 32 Divorced  0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
high school 
Darod 2009 
Diric 45 Divorced 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2011 
Filsan 36 Married 4 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2003 
Guuleed 34 Separated 4 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2003 
Habon 34 Married 3 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Eeyle 2006 
Ibrahim 34 Single 0 Shopkeeper No 
education 
Darod 2007 
Jawahir 34 Married 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2007 
Liban 34 Separated 3 Shopkeeper No 
education 
Barawani 2006 
Mahad  27 Single 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2009 
Yusuf 33 Married 3 Shopkeeper No 
education 
Darod 2004 
Mustafe 38 Single 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2004 
Yacquub 29 Divorced 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Hawiye 2011 
Mohammed 25 Single 0 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
high school 
Darod 2002 
Abdi 31 Married 4 Shopkeeper Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2007 
Warsame 39 Divorced 0 Unemployed Incomplete 
high school 
Darod 2004 
Abdullahi 32 Divorced 0 Butcher Incomplete 
high school 
Dir 2009 
Faahin 48 Divorced 0 Shopkeeper No 
education 
Darod 2005 
Odawa 31 Married 1 Shop guard Incomplete 
primary 
Darod 2010 







Interestingly, one-third of the participants reported that they were divorced. Many of 
them had divorced their wives before arriving in South Africa, either prior to fleeing 
Somalia or while in the refugee camps of neighbouring countries. Very few participants 
reported being divorced after migrating to South Africa. Two participants reported 
being separated from their spouses, but had not gone through the formal proceedings 
of divorce. The men who reported being divorced expressed pain and displeasure 
about this, and they exclaimed that it weakened their masculinity constructs, especially 
in the eyes of the Somali community. They believed that they were perceived by their 
communities as less of a man, inadequate, and lazy. This is because divorce is 
contrary to Somali culture and hegemony, which view marriage and fatherhood as a 
man’s primary purpose on earth (Kleist, 2010; Shaffer, 2012; Gardner & El-Bushra, 
2016).  
Furthermore, none of the participants had completed high school and none of the 
participants who had enrolled in formal high schools were in possession of a primary 
school certificate because as they fled Somalia, they had no time to access all their 
documents, including school certificates. Four of the participants reported that they 
had never received any form of formal education. These men’s inability to pursue their 
education to the levels that they aspired to was noticeable and it resulted in most of 
them being employed in the informal sector as shopkeepers. Because of their low 
levels of education, the participants’ masculinity constructs were considerably 
weakened due to their inability to climb the social hierarchy, as well as to fulfil the 
responsibilities and obligations that come with Somali manhood and household 
headship. Jaji (2009) shows that formal education creates economic opportunities 
that, in turn, reinforces hegemonic masculinity constructs. 
As the researcher, these two key biographical indicators and their impact on the 
participants’ masculinity constructs were interesting to note. As a single and educated 
migrant man at the time, I could not relate to the participants’ experiences of not having 
completed school or being divorced. However, during the course of the interviews, it 
slowly became clear to me how my masculinity in relation to the participants’ 
masculinity was placed on a pedestal. The participants either consciously or 
subconsciously thought of me as advantaged and in a better social position than them, 
even though I am a migrant myself. This was evidenced by the many occasions where 
participants requested that I assist them by providing a means for them to get out of 
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the dire socio-economic situation they found themselves in as refugees. I was quick 
to point out to them that I was in no position to influence their socio-economic fortunes 
as this was an academic study. However, possibly by sharing their experiences, this 
could benefit them in the long run, through changes to more refugee-friendly policies 
and refugee laws. Although this did not deter or affect the study in any way, the subtle 
gender/masculine dynamics between the participants and myself were interesting to 
note and to be aware of. 
Another factor that I observed was how difficult it was for the participants to 
communicate in fluent English. I attributed this to their low levels of education. Unlike 
Hassan, my research assistant, who had completed two years of tertiary education in 
Somalia and spoke fluent English, none of the participants were fluent in English. This 
obviously affected their prospects of finding formal employment, which, as a result, 
weakened their masculinity constructs because of their inability to provide for their 
families as men. 
In addition to the Somali refugees, four key informants were purposively sampled. Key 
informants are study participants with intimate knowledge of the research area, and 
they may be community leaders or technocrats. In this study, the key informants had 
first-hand knowledge of Somali refugee communities and livelihoods in South Africa 
and had some form of involvement with the livelihood programmes conducted by 
refugee-based NGOs such as ARESTA and donors such as the UNHCR (see 
Table 4.2).  
Table 4.2: Key informant information 
Pseudonym  Gender Organisation  Position Scope 




David  Male  UNHCR Senior Management 
(Resettlement) 
International  




Sahan Male Somali religious 
community leader 





4.6  GATHERING THE DATA  
I collected data by interviewing male Somali refugees first, then interviewing the key 
informants, and ended by observing participants as they engaged in socio-economic 
livelihood activities at their places of residence, where I gained a greater appreciation 
of their living conditions. I decided to collect data in the above order for a number of 
reasons. I needed to first select the participants, then gain permission from them to 
interview and observe them. Beginning with participant interviews was important 
because the information I obtained from the interviews guided and informed the type 
of questions I asked the key informants, as well as the particular aspects and issues I 
included in my focused observations (Angrosino & De Pérez, 2000). I conducted the 
participant observations last because I needed to first build rapport with the 
participants through the interview process and refugee community meetings so that 
they would trust me enough to share sensitive information and feel comfortable 
enough to invite me into their homes and places of business (Bernard, 1994; De 
Munck & Sobo, 1998).  
I used interview guides with semi-structured questions for the male Somali refugee 
interviews and the key informant interviews to gather information that would assist in 
answering the research questions. Several reasons motivated the use of semi-
structured interviews in this study. Semi-structured interviews attempt “to understand 
themes of the lived everyday world from the subjects’ own perspective” (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009:27). The interview guide together with semi-structured questions, 
served as an outline of themes to be covered, with suggested questions (Kvale & 
Brinkmann, 2009). The questions covered themes such as migration history, family 
history, clan and relationship ties, employment and livelihood status, social networks, 
masculinity, and humanitarian assistance (see Appendix 1). The semi-structured 
participant interview guide asked questions such as “What challenges do your family 
and children face in South Africa? What problems/challenges do you experience with 
your work? What are you happy with about your life as a refugee and why? What is it 
like being a man and a refugee in South Africa? How would you describe your 
masculinity, manhood, or being a man?” The questions were intended to prompt the 
participants to think about the question and their answer, which would result in them 




Semi-structured interviews are also useful because they allow researchers to vary the 
questions according to the situation, as well as to ask follow-up questions based on 
the participants’ responses, unlike structured interviews that are rigorous and do not 
allow the researcher to deviate (Lichtman, 2014). With regard to the key informants’ 
semi-structured interview guide, it included themes such as the role of humanitarian 
organisations in providing aid to refugees in South Africa, challenges faced in 
implementing programmes, views on migration and refugee policy in South Africa, and 
lessons learned from implementing refugee programmes (see Appendix 2). The key 
informant semi-structured interview guide included open-ended questions such as 
“What socio-economic livelihood programmes or interventions do you implement to 
assist refugees in South Africa? What has the response of Somali refugees been 
towards the socio-economic livelihood strategies and interventions initiated in East 
London? What challenges have you experienced while implementing refugee socio-
economic livelihood strategies and interventions in East London?” 
The use of semi-structured interviews and formal observation allowed me to gain a 
deeper understanding of the socio-economic strategies employed by male Somali 
refugees in East London, in particular the nature and type of work they do, how and 
where they live, and how they interact with other members of the Somali community, 
as well as members of the host communities in which they have settled. It also gave 
me a sense of awareness of the challenges that the refugees and their families face, 
such as the violence, discrimination, and attacks they endure; their living conditions; 
the type of work they do to earn a living; and their inadequate access to healthcare 
and education. Through this, I gained a greater understanding of their religious 
practices and cultural customs, as well as the kind of leisure and relaxation activities 
they are involved in.  
I interviewed key informants from the UNHCR and the IOM at their respective offices 
in Pretoria, South Africa. I travelled to Pretoria to conduct key informant interviews with 
Kate, the Senior Regional Livelihoods Officer for the UNHCR; David, the Resettlement 
Expert for the UNHCR; and Peter, the Operations Officer for the IOM on 15 June 2018, 
which was coincidentally World Refugee Day. One key informant interview was also 




4.6.1  Participant data collection  
The interviews were conducted during the month of June 2018. The participant 
interviews were scheduled in advance and at a designated time with the help of 
Hassan, my research assistant. The interviews took place in the boardroom of the 
National Institute for Crime Prevention and the Reintegration of Offenders (NICRO), 
an NGO based in East London. Permission to conduct interviews was sought and 
granted by the director of NICRO East London. The venue was private, quiet, well lit, 
safe, secure, and welcoming. 
By mutual agreement, Hassan and I would pick up each participant in town at an 
agreed-upon location and then transport them to the venue where the interviews were 
conducted. It was a five-minute drive from town to the venue. After the interviews, the 
participants would be dropped off back in town, although some participants chose to 
go back on their own as they had their own business to conduct in town and did not 
want to be inconvenienced. I ensured that the interview times were well spaced out 
and that no participant was made to wait unnecessarily. I was fortunate that none of 
the participants had challenges with cancellations as all the participants were eager to 
be interviewed and to tell their stories. I clarified that there were no financial benefits 
for participating in the study before each interview so as to not cause confusion and 
unrealistic expectations. 
Upon meeting each participant at a prearranged stop, rapport was quickly developed 
through the exchange of pleasantries and small talk about the weather or traffic and 
in some instances a joke would arise that we would all laugh at. Once at the venue of 
the interviews, formal introductions were exchanged before explaining to each 
participant the purpose and details of the research. Many of the participants 
immediately felt relaxed as they knew me from my time at ARESTA. Some of the 
participants also knew that I was a migrant, so our commonality put them at ease. 
Hassan also made it easier for participants to feel relaxed and to open up because he 
was friendly and a well-known individual in the Somali community in East London. He 
has also helped many Somalis in various ways; many of them thus trusted him.   
Upon arrival and settling down in the NICRO boardroom, I would request to see each 
participant’s refugee documentation in order to confirm that they were indeed legally 
recognised refugees. This did not present any problems as all the participants were 
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ready and willing to prove that they were documented refugees. The participants were 
not offered any refreshments as the interviews were conducted during the sacred 
month of Ramadan, which is observed by Muslims worldwide as a month of prayer 
and fasting. The participants consented to being interviewed during this period and 
were advised that if at any time they did not feel well enough to continue, they could 
indicate so and the interview would be stopped immediately.  
4.6.2  The interview process  
The interviews lasted between 57 and 115 minutes. Proper attention was paid to avoid 
boredom, repetition, and to keep the interview focused. The participants were 
encouraged to respond in any language they felt comfortable with. Some of the 
participants spoke in Somali, which Hassan would translate into English for me. 
However, many of the participants were comfortable speaking in English and when 
they could not express themselves fully in English, they would speak in Somali and 
Hassan would interpret. The participants were allowed “free rein” and were 
encouraged to talk about whatever they wanted to in response to the questions asked.  
I avoided interrupting the participants as they talked and instead jotted down key points 
to probe later during the interview. In some instances, I asked for clarity to gain a more 
accurate picture of what the participants were talking about. 
I paraphrased and summarised the participants’ stories, using different words from 
those of the participants and the interpreter, so as to show understanding. I stopped 
at 21 interviews because data saturation had been reached.  
An audio recorder was used to capture the data as it would have been impossible to 
write everything down in such an interview setting without missing important nuances 
and maintaining focus. I transcribed all the recorded interviews, by reproducing on 
paper the interview material recorded on the audio recorder. Transcribing was a 
laborious and time-consuming process that involved sitting down with the recordings, 
playing and replaying, stopping and starting, until I had an adequate copy of each 
recording (Crossley, 2000). It was beneficial, however, in that it allowed me to immerse 
myself in the data and to correct the natural limitations of my memory. It also permitted 




4.6.3  Participant observation  
Participant observation was used as a way of gathering information that might not 
have been captured in full by the semi-structured interview guide (Creswell et al., 
2006). Participant observation is a “uniquely humanistic, interpretative approach as 
opposed to a scientific and positivist position” (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994:249). 
The value of this approach is that it enabled me to gain objective, first-hand knowledge 
and to become aware of opposing and personal meanings rather than relying solely 
on subjective narratives told through the lens of the participants in an interview setting 
(Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994:249).  
Participant observations began with an informal visit to the DHA office in Marabastad, 
Pretoria, on the morning of 15 June 2018 just before my interviews with the key 
informants from the UNHCR and IOM. I observed the experiences of asylum seekers 
and refugees as they attempted to process their first-time and renewal applications for 
legal documentation (see Appendix 3, Plate 1). Observation is an important tool which 
is used when researchers know nothing, and as a result they observe anything and 
everything (Werner, Schoepfle & Ahern, 1987). I observed how applicants queued at 
the DHA offices in two single-file lines and how they interacted with the security 
personnel, the DHA officials, the vendors who were selling food items, as well as other 
refugees and asylum seekers. This type of observation was useful as I knew little 
about the processes, waiting time, and procedures of applying for refugee 
documentation at the Marabastad DHA office.  
After a few minutes of observing, I introduced myself to some people in the queue and 
interacted with them to gain a sense of their feelings and attitudes about the asylum 
and refugee application and renewal process. Fortunatly, all the people I spoke to 
could understand and somewhat converse in English. Most of the people reported to 
me their dissatisfaction with the slow pace of the queue and the requests to pay bribes 
by security officials in order to jump the queue. Others were not happy that the 
department assisted people based on the day of the week and their nationalities; for 
example, Somalis were only assisted on a Wednesday.  
During the course of this interaction with the people in the queue, I witnessed a crowd 
of people gathering near the entrance to the offices holding up placards. I was curious 
to see what was going on, so I moved closer. To my surprise, there was a journalist 
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from the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) who was conducting a live 
broadcast to celebrate World Refugee Day (see Appendix 3, Plate 2). After standing 
there for a few minutes, while listening to different people being interviewed, the crowd 
that gathered then suggested to the reporter that he should interview me since I was 
conducting research on refugee livelihoods in South Africa. The crowd was confident 
that I could best articulate their challenges and experiences. The reporter asked if I 
would like to be interviewed and I agreed. The reporter then asked me questions about 
the issues that affect refugees in South Africa, which include inadequate 
documentation and unemployment. The interview was broadcast on the lunchtime 
news bulletin on the SABC news channel on the same day (SABC, 2018).  
My efforts, however, to interview DHA officials at the Marabastad office were not 
successful during that visit and over the course of this research, I sent several emails 
to the department requesting permission to interview officials, but these requests fell 
on deaf ears.  
I returned to East London and observed the livelihood activities of male Somali 
refugees throughout the month of July 2018. Participant-focused observation was 
conducted in the participants’ work environment, which were mostly small shops 
where they engaged in socio-economic livelihood activities, as well as at their homes. 
Focused observation (Angrosino & De Pérez, 2000) is supported by interviews, in 
which the participants’ responses guide the researcher’s decisions about what to 
observe. Hassan and I would plan in advance where we would go each day. The day 
would begin with me picking up Hassan in town around 8 am. We then drove to each 
participant’s place of work, which were all in the informal settlements surrounding East 
London. The drive to Mdantsane would take about 20 minutes, while the drive to 
Nompumelolo would take around 10 minutes. 
Hassan would often come to ARESTA with members of the Somali community who 
needed assistance. As an organisation, we also involved him in the community 
development projects that we facilitated because he was an honest, trustworthy, and 
hardworking individual. As a result, we had built a strong working relationship. During 
the course of this study, our rapport and friendship strengthened. During our drives to 
the participants’ place of work, we often shared stories about our experiences as 
migrants in South Africa. We reminisced about how good life was in our respective 
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countries before we were both forced to leave because of one reason or the other.  
I shared with him that I left Zimbabwe as a young boy to pursue my studies but had 
never returned permanently due to the socio-economic meltdown in my country. 
Hassan shared with me what growing up in Somalia was like before and after the 
outbreak of the civil war in 1991. He often expressed to me how much he missed 
Somalia and his wife, who lived in Kenya. He could not afford to bring her to South 
Africa. 
Upon arriving at the participants’ shops where they worked as shopkeepers, Hassan 
and I would always greet the participants and exchange pleasantries. Because we had 
met before during the interviews, the participants were more relaxed and freer to talk 
to me. They offered me food to eat, which is a norm in Somali culture. I always agreed 
to eat something as a sign of respect. Scholars assert that in conducting observation 
research, the researcher must be unobtrusive in dress and actions (Taylor & Bogdan, 
1984; Merriam, 1998). Focused participant observations were conducted in order to 
better understand the participants’ daily lived experiences, their socio-economic 
livelihood strategies, their way of life, their living conditions, and challenges so as to 
ascertain whether their realities corresponded with what they had narrated to me in 
the interviews. Yogi Bera, an American philosopher, emphasised this aspect by stating 
that “you can observe a lot by just watching” (Spiegel, 2013:15). Indeed, I observed a 
lot.  
I would often sit at the back of the participants’ spaza shops and actively observe them 
as they went about their daily business. I observed them serving and interacting with 
customers and community members, who would either linger around the spaza shop 
chatting with friends or walk past on their way home. A notebook and a camera were 
used to record these interactions during this data-collection exercise. Some of the 
photos taken during this process are provided in Appendix 4. Permission to take 
photos was sought from and granted by the participants. During the observation of 
participants in situ, I took the opportunity to ask further questions and explored some 
issues that came to my attention. I jotted down notes. These notes were reference 
points of the participants’ experiences, emotions, and behaviour that impacted on their 
socio-economic livelihood strategies in South Africa (Wolcott, 2002; DeWalt & DeWalt, 
2002). Some of the notes reflect how small the space in the shop was, which also 
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doubled as a bedroom at night. I noted how paraffin, a flammable substance, was sold 
in a shop that was not secured to prevent an explosion.  
On 10 July 2018, I was invited by Hassan to attend a refugee community meeting with 
UNHCR officials from Pretoria at the East London Museum (see Appendix 5). I noted 
the presence of many asylum seekers and refugees, both male and female, of different 
nationalities. The UNHCR had last visited East London in October 2017 by its own 
admission, and ARESTA, which was the only refugee-based NGO in East London, 
had closed its offices in August 2017. The refugees and asylum seekers who attended 
this meeting expected that the UNHCR had come to address some of their concerns 
regarding their socio-economic livelihood challenges, as well as to offer them 
vocational and artisan skills training programmes. However, the UNHCR had come to 
launch and pilot an HIV/AIDS peer education programme. When this was announced, 
there was an audible murmur of disappointment among the refugees and asylum 
seekers who had attended the meeting, with many voicing their dissatisfaction to the 
UNHCR officials.  
Those who attended this meeting pointed out the fact that the UNHCR had not 
communicated their agenda in advance and had they done so, many attendees would 
not have sacrificed their valuable time to attend a meeting that was not going to benefit 
them in the way they had expected. The attendees also accused the UNHCR of a top-
down approach that did not consider the needs of refugees on the ground. This 
meeting and my observations are discussed further in the proceeding chapters where 
I analyse the role of the UNHCR and refugee-based NGOs in East London. 
4.7  DATA ANALYSIS AND MANAGEMENT  
During the research process, I kept a journal that contained my observation notes, as 
well as my feelings, thoughts, and experiences during the data-collection process (Yin, 
2009). I noted important verbal submissions by the participants during the interviews, 
during a refugee community meeting with the UNHCR, and during my field visits. I 
constantly referred back to these notes and revised them during the data-analysis 
process as they provided valuable insight into the participants’ behaviours, tone, 
thoughts, and attitudes. Some of the interview cues and gestures were not captured 
by the audio recorder, such as the visible dejection the participants felt and expressed 
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when the UNHCR informed them that they had come to East London to launch an HIV 
and AIDS programme only and not to assist with resettlement or socio-economic 
issues. The study used the thematic and narrative data-analysis techniques. These 
are discussed next. 
4.7.1  Thematic content analysis 
I employed thematic content analysis to examine and present the data for this study. 
Thematic content analysis is a “tool to analyse qualitative research using a process of 
coding” (Boyatzis, 1998:iv) and “moves beyond counting explicit words or phrases and 
focuses on identifying and describing both implicit and explicit ideas” (Namey et al., 
2008:138). The main purpose of thematic analysis is to identify the main and most 
frequent themes that emerge from the responses given by research participants 
(Kumar, 2014). Creswell’s (2014) six-stage data-analysis spiral, to thematically 
investigate data, was useful in creating logical connections in the data that avoided 
examining the data separately based on each narrative.  
According to the first three stages of Creswell’s (2014) data-analysis approach,  
I transcribed the data; read through it over and over again, while making notes in the 
margin; organised it; and openly coded it. The data were then grouped in terms of 
similar subjects and themes that emerged, such as detention and arrest during 
migration; low levels of education and skills among participants; poor housing 
conditions and low income; experiences of xenophobia, violence, and discrimination; 
weakened masculinity constructs due to the inability to adequately provide for their 
families; and so forth. Coding helped to break down the data into smaller chunks, 
which generated an index of themes such as Somali refugee migration, sustainability 
of Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa, and Somali refugee masculinity 
construction, which were helpful in the interpretation of the data.  
In line with Creswell’s (2014) fourth stage, I applied thematic analysis to the data.  
I used different colour markers and the far-right margin of each page to highlight the 
keywords, phrases, or imagery that emerged from a sentence or phrase from each 
interview. For example, a pink marker referred to themes of migration, an orange 
marker referred to themes of social capital, a purple marker referred to themes of 
masculinity, and so forth. This was useful and effective as it made processing, 
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referencing, and finding information easier. I proceeded to code each of these broad 
themes into more specific themes and units of meaning within each interview, thereby 
generating a list of specific themes and their variations, which were related to the 
research question as suggested by Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit (2004). This 
was a back-and-forth process between the narratives, field notes, and the themes that 
I had set up, to ensure that each theme was grouped correctly based on all the 
narratives and observation notes (Yin, 2009). More specific themes such as migration 
routes, benefits of Somali social capital and social networks, socio-economic 
livelihood strategies, sustainable livelihood challenges, and Somali masculinity 
construction and challenges emerged from this level-one coding. 
Additionally, when all the data had been coded and units of meaning had been 
reduced to smaller chunks, the themes were grouped and categorised (Henning et al., 
2004). The categories were named inductively and descriptively, guided by the themes 
or the actual language used by the participants (Henning et al., 2004; Creswell, 2009). 
In this way, I was able to record the variances in each theme across the different 
interviews and also plotted the relationship between different themes in an interview 
and across all the interviews such as the relationship between male Somali refugee 
social capital and employment opportunities, which generated patterns and 
relationships among different variables and interviews. 
In categorising the data, I paid special attention to the fact that categories had to be 
mutually exclusive and must not overlap, and that categories were exhaustive in that 
each code fell into a certain category. Very few codes (no more than 5% of the total 
codes) were not grouped, which meant that they went into the “other” category (Kumar, 
2014). The categories were migration, social capital, Somali refugee masculinity 
construction, and the role of humanitarian organisations in refugee livelihoods. This 
progression from themes to categories is known as level-two coding. 
Following on from Creswell’s (2014) fifth and sixth stages, I planned how categories 
and themes would be presented in the data chapters; also taking into consideration 
my personal thoughts, meanings, and interpretations of the data (Creswell, 2014). My 
aim was that after being satisfied that the coded and processed data represented a 
“reasonably researched chunk of reality”, I would use it as the basis for an argument 
and comprehensive theory about the unsustainable nature of male Somali refugee 
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masculinities in South Africa (Henning et al., 2004:107). This meant that I had to 
compare and contrast the findings against the relevant existing literature on the socio-
economic livelihood strategies of Somali refugees and the sustainability of their 
livelihoods, as well as their masculinity construction where possible. This had to be 
done consciously, noting the fact that I was aiming for analytical generalisation (Yin, 
2009).  
To triangulate the data, I employed a second data-analysis technique, namely 
Creswell and Poth’s (2016) narrative-analysis method, as well as three different 
theoretical frameworks, namely Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF, Bourdieu’s 
(1986) social capital theory, and Connell’s (2005) masculinity theory. This was useful 
as it helped to validate the findings of this study.  
4.7.2  Narrative analysis  
The organised data were subjected to discourse and narrative analyses according to 
Creswell and Poth’s (2016) data-analysis method. This was made possible through 
the cathartic process of storytelling or narrating, which allows for the person to make 
sense of their experience (Crossley, 2000). Day-Sclater (2004:115) suggested that 
narrative analysis is “a way of finding out how people frame, remember and report 
their experiences”. The context in which the narrative is embedded is also very 
important, as expressed by Clandinin (2013:18), who suggested that “the focus of 
narrative inquiry is not only valorising individuals’ experience but is also an exploration 
of the social, cultural, familial, linguistic, and institutional narratives within which an 
individual’s experiences were, and are, constituted, shaped, expressed and enacted”. 
In this case, these were the pre- and post-migration experiences of male Somali 
refugees; their culture, religion, family, and clan ties; masculinity construction; and the 
socio-economic strategies they employ in pursuit of sustainable livelihoods in South 
Africa. 
The narrative approach was the best approach to use for this research design 
because, through the use of language and storytelling, it offered me the opportunity to 
better understand the emotions, thoughts, and perceptions the participants placed on 
specific life events such as arrest and detention, struggles with acquiring 
documentation, weakening of their masculinity constructs, and so on (Creswell & Poth, 
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2016). From this perspective, the stories the participants in this study narrated about 
their refugee experiences in South Africa, as well as the socio-economic livelihood 
strategies they employed, facilitated a better understanding of how they utilise their 
social capital and how they construct their masculinities. Similar to thematic content 
analysis, narrative analysis required me to be involved in a sustained interpretive 
relationship with the data in order to uncover the meanings related to the social and 
psychological realities in the personal narratives of the Somali refugee men (Crossley, 
2000). 
Bryman (2012) argued that with narrative analysis, the focus is not on what actually 
happened but rather on how people make sense of what happened. Narratives can 
be analysed using different strategies such as themes, structure, dialogue, or by using 
visual analysis of images (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Narrative analysis required that I 
chronologically structure the participants’ narratives using structural devices such as 
plot, setting, activities, climax, and epilogue (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Most of the 
participants’ narratives followed a similar plot that began with them fleeing the war in 
Somalia, followed by different migration experiences and arriving and settling in South 
Africa. 
According to Denzin (1989), narrative stories often contain turning points, specific 
tensions, or interruptions that can help organise and structure the narrative. In most of 
the narratives in this study, the turning point was when they received their refugee 
documentation or when they found employment. Many patterns emerged across the 
narratives of the participants that involved similarities in the reason for migration, 
differences in migration experiences, change of livelihood once they arrived in South 
Africa, and coherence in their experiences as male Somali refugees living in South 
Africa (Daiute, 2013). These patterns were useful in analysing and comparing the 
narratives in this study. 
There were three key principles that I looked for in the transcripts, which were the 
narrative tone, imagery, and themes (McAdams, 1993). Narrative tone was found in 
the Somali refugees’ personal stories, which was usually optimistic or pessimistic and 
was conveyed in both the content and form or manner of their stories. Imagery was 
used by the participants in their narratives to evoke certain images in the reader’s 
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mind; for example, “living in South Africa is like living in hell”. Such a narrative evokes 
a picture/image of hell, which is filled with never-ending pain and suffering.  
Finally, themes underlie many events or stories told and similar patterns may therefore 
emerge when similar stories are told.  
As Clandinin (2013) pointed out, there are no procedures or linear steps to be followed 
in narrative analysis as it is a fluid inquiry. Nonetheless, narrative research was the 
best fit for capturing the detailed male Somali refugee stories and life experiences 
(Creswell & Poth, 2016). Key to narrative analysis is the process of reorganising and 
“re-storying” the narratives of individuals that are undertaken by the researcher 
(Creswell & Poth, 2016). Similar to a good novel, narratives should have key elements 
such as time, place, plot, and scene, which can be placed in a chronological sequence 
that has a beginning, a middle, and an end (Cortazzi, 1993; Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 
2002; Creswell & Poth, 2016). This study followed this method by setting up the plot 
based on time and place. The findings are presented in the order of the participants’ 
lives in Somalia, their journey to South Africa, their experiences in South Africa, and 
their hopes for the future.  
Similar to thematic content analysis, a narrative analysis looks for themes, categories, 
and the meaning of words and phrases that emerge from the narratives in order to 
provide a more detailed discussion of the meaning of the narratives (Creswell & Poth, 
2016). Based on the above, it was useful to use both thematic content analysis and 
narrative analysis as they both fit the study and qualitative research in general, as well 
as to add rigour and credibility to the findings. Using both these techniques was useful 
in developing a coherent and exhaustive analysis of the data based on the themes 
that emerged across the participants’ narratives. This analysis is provided in the 
following two chapters. The following section discusses the researcher’s reflections. 
4.8  REFLECTING ON THE ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER  
Reflecting or reflexivity is thinking about something after an event, and it includes 
instantaneous, vigorous, and ongoing self-awareness (Finlay & Gough, 2003). It 
requires a critical self-reflection of the ways in which the researcher’s social 
background, expectations, assumptions, standing, and behaviour impact on the 
research process (Finlay & Gough, 2003). In other words, reflexivity in qualitative 
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research is when “the researcher turns a critical gaze towards themselves” (Finlay & 
Gough, 2003:3). An appropriate understanding of the role of the researcher in the 
research process is critical to any ethnographic research study (Davies, 1999). 
Rather than attempt to control the effect of my presence on the research, I opted to 
become aware of the content and meanings of my role and how these influenced the 
respondents in this study, without falling into a completely naturalist methodology as 
advocated by Hammersley and Atkinson (1995). I encountered a number of 
challenges while conducting this study, but I eventually felt and believed that I did my 
best to collect, analyse, and interpret the data without being biased or bringing my own 
opinions into the study. 
Firstly, I used to be employed by ARESTA, a refugee-based NGO in East London. 
Through this employment, there was an opportunity to meet, interact with, and assist 
many refugees in the Eastern Cape province. This led to my interest in refugee 
livelihoods in South Africa. I had previously interacted with some of the participants 
during my time at ARESTA and I was conscious that this could have resulted in 
concealed power dynamics between the participants and myself. These subconscious 
power dynamics may have also created mutual trust between the participants and I, 
which may have played a critical role in influencing the participants to welcome me 
openly, be part of the study, as well as to volunteer information that they may not have 
ordinarily given to someone else whom they did not know or trust. Also, I took into 
consideration the possible contestations that our masculinities could encounter 
throughout the research process. As men, we all tend to have big egos and 
personalities. I neutralised these possible masculine contestations by staying humble, 
professional, open, kind, and empathetic at all times. I ensured that the participants 
would not at any time feel intimidated by my masculinity constructs, my academic 
achievements, or my previous employment position. I encouraged and allowed the 
participants to express themselves fully without reservations in both formal and 
informal discussions. 
Secondly, as a former employee of ARESTA, a local implementing partner of the 
UNHCR, I was privy to first-hand accounts and experiences of the challenges faced 
by refugees, as well as refugee-based organisations in South Africa. I had to distance 
my personal thoughts of refugee-based organisations and their assistance methods 
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and implementation strategies from this study. ARESTA closed down in October 2017 
as an NGO, largely due to mismanagement of donor funds and a failure to secure 
additional funding for 2018. This experience left me, and many others, unemployed, 
which resulted in feelings of uncertainty, which I also had to be conscious of and 
separate from the study in the initial stages. 
Thirdly, I am a black male migrant from Zimbabwe, and a Christian, while the research 
participants, although male, were predominantly Muslim and from the Horn of Africa. 
These cultural and religious differences meant that I entered the research with some 
preconceived ideas about the participants, their culture, and their religion. I eventually 
realised that this was a research project and I had to remain as objective as possible 
so as to attempt to attain my goals. I therefore eventually distanced my personal 
preconceived ideas from the study and immersed myself into the Somali community 
through eating at their restaurants and attending their social gatherings and communal 
meetings. In addition, although I am a migrant, I am not a refugee. This subtle and 
subconscious awareness was startling to me, as it made me realise that there was an 
elusive migrant hierarchy between the participants and myself. It left me feeling slightly 
uncomfortable. Although some of our struggles as foreign male nationals living in 
South Africa may be similar, they are not totally the same. I constantly had to remind 
myself of this throughout the process, and to differentiate between the two categories. 
I also had to treat each participant with dignity and respect in order to avoid the 
presence and exhibition of the subconscious migrant hierarchy that may have existed. 
Lastly, I was not able to secure some of the key informant interviews that I had hoped 
to secure, such as interviews with either ARESTA or CTRC officials. This had the 
potential of negatively affecting me personally, as well as the study. However, I kept 
my focus on the bigger picture and I was able to secure interviews with UNHCR and 
IOM representatives instead. These proved to be good substitutes in a sense, because 
these two international organisations fund the projects run by the local community 
organisations I had hoped to involve. I was therefore able to gain more inside 
information of the projects’ implementation, successes, and failures at a national, 
regional, and international level.  
I believe that having had the experience of conducting a project on my own, I have 
learned many things about how researchers can easily influence or bias their projects. 
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However, being aware of this, I, as the researcher, consciously made an effort to try 
to maintain integrity and objectivity when designing the research, collecting and 
analysing the data, and in writing the research report. I thus learned valuable first-
hand lessons that I hope to carry with me into future research projects so as to make 
them as transparent and bias-free as possible. 
4.9  ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 
Ethical issues and principles in social research are present in both qualitative and 
quantitative research, even if the actual details involved may differ greatly (Flick, 
2011). The issue of ethics has two broad concepts that involve moral or immoral 
behaviour and actions by the researcher, as well as the construction of bonds and ties 
with the participants and communities involved in a study (Booth, Colomb & Williams, 
2003). These bonds and ties could be useful in the future. I made every effort to protect 
my participants (Creswell, 2009). Ethical issues should always be considered in 
research so as to ensure the safety, dignity, rights, integrity, feelings, and perceptions 
of participants and communities (Clough & Nutbrown, 2007), as well as the 
organisations and institutions that fund and are affiliated with research projects (Israel 
& Hay, 2012).  
The Research Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Humanities at the University of 
Johannesburg granted me approval to conduct the study on 1 August 2017 (see 
Appendix 6). Throughout the data-collection and -analysis process, this study followed 
standard ethical guidelines concerning informed consent, voluntary participation, 
participants’ anonymity, confidentiality, freedom (Clough & Nutbrown, 2007; Miller 
et al., 2012), and respect for the cultural and religious practices and norms of the 
Somali community (Flick, 2011). Male Somali refugees fall under the category of 
participants who are considered to be vulnerable in research, because of their refugee 
status. Some of these research participants had been victims of xenophobia and 
discrimination, and as such I made sure that I treated them, as well as their cultural 
and religious beliefs, with the utmost respect, humility, and compassion so that they 
did not feel victimised in any way. 
I ensured that the participants suffered no physical harm during the research process 
by conducting interviews in a safe and secure environment. Adequate permission was 
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sought through letters requesting permission to interview officials from the relevant 
authorities within the organisations and communities before conducting any participant 
and/or key informant interviews. In the interest of transparency, the participants were 
informed of the aims and objectives of the research and were given the full details of 
how to contact me as the researcher, if they wanted to withdraw from the research or 
otherwise. They were also made aware that the research findings would be published 
and would be presented at conferences and similar academic and professional 
settings while keeping their identities protected through the use of pseudonyms in all 
cases. Written consent to record and to be interviewed was sought from the 
participants, which they signed in acknowledgement (see Appendix 7). Each 
participant was asked to produce their refugee status documentation before the 
interview commenced in order to verify that they were indeed recognised refugees, 
which was an important part of the inclusion criteria. Data integrity was ensured by 
storing the data on an online cloud platform that only I had access to.  
Another key ethical consideration that I paid particular attention to throughout the study 
as the researcher was the issue of the trustworthiness or rigour of the research as a 
whole. Lincoln and Guba (1985) argued that the worth of a research study is 
dependent on its trustworthiness with regard to the degree of confidence in the data, 
interpretation, and the methods used. Key to achieving trustworthiness is the ability to 
establish credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985), and authenticity (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). According to Connelly (2016), not all 
procedures are used in each and every study; however, credibility or the confidence 
in the truth of the study and the findings is the most important criterion. This is similar 
to internal validity in quantitative research.  
Credibility was achieved by prolonged engagement with the participants, persistent 
observation, peer debriefing, member checking, and reflective journaling (Connelly, 
2016). Dependability, which is similar to reliability in qualitative research, refers to the 
ability to show that the findings are consistent and could be repeated if need be 
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Connelly, 2016). The procedures used in this study to meet 
the dependability criterion were maintenance of an audit trail of process logs, interview 




With regard to confirmability, which is a degree of neutrality, the study ensured that 
the findings were shaped by the participants and not the researcher’s bias (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). This was done through the maintenance of an audit trail; the use of 
multiple theoretical frameworks to examine and interpret the data; the use of multiple 
data sources such as participants, a community leader, and key informants from 
different organisations; the presentation of the findings at a national sociological 
conference; as well as a conscious effort to reflect on my own perspectives and how 
these could have come into play during the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; 
Shenton, 2004). The final criterion is transferability, which means that the findings 
have applicability in other contexts (Polit & Beck, 2014). This was achieved by 
providing a thick description of the methodology, sample and sample size, settings, 
data-collection instruments, data-analysis methods, and the time period over which 
the data were collected. Adhering to Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) guidelines, as 
mentioned above, ensured that this study passed the test of rigour and 
trustworthiness. 
4.10 CONCLUSION 
This chapter outlined the methodological framework and research design utilised in 
this study. The study embraced the social constructivist perspective in order to 
understand the participants’ socio-economic livelihood strategies in East London and 
the impact these livelihood strategies have on the participants’ masculinity 
construction. A qualitative framework was utilised as it suits a case study of this nature. 
Particular attention was paid to Somali culture and religion, and how these two factors 
shape the participants’ understanding of their communities, society, and the world. An 
attempt was made to elicit the participants’ understanding and meaning of their lived 
experiences through the use of in-depth, semi-structured, and open-ended questions.  
The chapter focused on the research process and highlighted how the process is 
susceptible to the subjective views and processes of the researcher, as indicated 
under my reflections on my role as the researcher. Examples of such factors are the 
gender, immigration status, social standing, religious beliefs, power dynamics, and 




The following chapter discusses the push and pull factors that led to the participants’ 
migration, their migration experiences, and the structural impediments they 
encountered. The chapter also analyses what effect these experiences had on their 
masculinities. Furthermore, the participants’ social capital and its benefits in enabling 
them to engage in socio-economic activities in South Africa are discussed in the 





THE NATURE OF SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS IN SOUTH 
AFRICA 
5.1  INTRODUCTION  
The field of refugee livelihoods is concerned with the way refugee households utilise 
their assets, capabilities, and strategies in order to maintain and sustain their lives 
(De Vriese, 2006; Crea et al., 2016). Refugees’ livelihood goals include issues such 
as physical safety from violence, xenophobia, intimidation, or exploitation; economic 
independence; food security; adequate and sufficient shelter; as well as reunification 
with family members (Jacobsen, 2002; Crea et al., 2016). Once again, it is important 
to note that the focus of this study is on documented refugees, who, according to the 
Refugees Act of 1998, have the right to seek and find employment and education, as 
well as to self-settle in South Africa. 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the socio-economic livelihood strategies 
employed by male Somali refugees and the impact of these strategies on Somali 
refugee masculinity construction. This chapter begins by picking up on this subject 
again, by showing how Somali refugee social capital influenced the participants’ 
decision to migrate to South Africa and settle in East London. The chapter then 
proceeds to discuss the institutional and legal frameworks that guide the socio-
economic engagement of refugees in South Africa and their impact on male Somali 
refugees’ livelihoods. The chapter also presents findings on how social capital is used 
by male Somali refugees to settle and eke out a living in East London, South Africa. 
Furthermore, the chapter presents narratives on male Somali refugee livelihoods, and 
pays particular attention to the challenges that hinder their ability to successfully 
sustain their livelihoods. The data analysis is centred around four key themes that 
make up the vulnerability context in which male Somali refugees live, namely low rates 
of formal employment, sub-optimal living conditions, low levels of formal education 
and skills, and exposure to violence, xenophobia, and discrimination.  
Despite this livelihood vulnerability context, there appears to be a ray of hope in the 
minds of some of these male Somali refugees, which has evoked notions of resilience. 
In their social spaces/enclaves, male Somali refugees have developed mechanisms 
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to improve and strengthen their resilience, which are characterised by the strength, 
solidarity, and reciprocity of the Somali social network. The social network facilitates 
the sharing of information on the availability of socio-economic opportunities, such as 
employment and accommodation, as well as provides assistance during times of 
social unrest and xenophobic violence. Male Somali refugees’ ability to find informal 
employment assists them in acquiring economic capital in the form of wages that they 
use to maintain their families in South Africa, as well as to save and remit back to their 
elderly parents and siblings in Somalia. Lastly, their dedication and desire to 
continuously work and build sustainable livelihoods in a transnational space, despite 
their numerous safety and security concerns, exhibit the tenacity and resilience of 
male Somali refugees in South Africa. 
5.2  SOMALI REFUGEE MIGRATION AND THEIR PRECARIOUS JOURNEY 
SOUTH 
The study’s findings begin by examining why the participants chose to migrate from 
Somalia. The following sub-section discusses male Somali refugees’ migration routes 
and their experiences as they travelled from Somalia to South Africa.  
5.2.1  Push factors 
The participants’ narratives revealed that Somalis are faced with two distinct options: 
to stay in Somalia where their safety is less guaranteed and where economic and 
livelihood opportunities are limited, or migrate from Somalia to safer countries in which 
they can try to be economically active. The majority of the participants said they 
migrated at different times since 1991. The earliest participant, Xalane, arrived in 
Dadaab refugee camp in 1995, and the most recent participant, Yacquub, arrived in 
Kenya in 2011. There is a 16-year gap between the time that the earliest and the last 
participant left Somalia, which illustrates that the participants acted with agency and 
free will, as well as resilience in terms of when and how they migrated from Somalia, 
even though they were constrained in terms of their finances and travel 
documentation. Regardless of these constraints, they still made conscious decisions 
(agency) of whether to migrate or not, and how, when, and where to migrate to. 
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A common view among the participants in this study was that they were forced to 
migrate due to political instability in Somalia. For example, Mahad (June 2018, 
interview), a 27-year-old male, said he migrated from Somalia in 2001 “because there 
was no peace there”. This lack of peace and constant fighting in Somalia were also 
echoed by Odawa (June 2018, interview), a 31-year-old male, who stated that he fled 
Somalia in 2010 “due to civil [war] and eh, explosions and killings of innocent people 
and eh, endless war”. Odawa’s account highlights how civilians were affected by the 
civil war and, as a result, their only means of survival were to flee and seek refuge in 
safer countries such as South Africa. Warsame, a 39-year-old male, stated that he fled 
Somalia  
“[b]ecause of the civil war and because of the insecurity of Somalia. There was 
a lot of killings and there was a lot of factions fighting against one another, 
massive looting and killing of innocent people” (Warsame, June 2018, 
interview). 
Warsame’s account was supported by the majority of the study’s participants who lost 
parents, siblings, and relatives due to the indiscriminate killing of civilians in Somalia. 
The loss of family members caused many of the participant’s great distress and 
psychological trauma. This distress was evident in their responses, which were filled 
with sadness as they gave details of the family members they had lost during the civil 
war. The loss of human life is just but one way the participants suffered. Some 
participants expressed how they left their wives behind. Abdullahi, a 32-year-old man 
who fled Somalia in 2009, leaving behind his wife who he had married the previous 
year, explained that he eventually got divorced in 2012 because  
“I didn’t have money to bring my wife here [South Africa]. I don’t have 
documentation to visit my wife. So I had to let her go” (Abdullahi, June 2018, 
interview). 
Some male Somali refugees had divorced their wives due to their inability to provide 
for them or to support their migration to South Africa.  
All the participants reiterated that they wished to receive adequate travelling 
documentation from the host government, such as passports, as they are currently 
unable to travel outside South Africa to meet with their estranged families in safe 
neutral countries such as Kenya or Tanzania. They also did not have adequate 
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finances to support their wives’ migration, legal or illegal, to South Africa. The results 
revealed the problems that male Somali refugees face in a bid to adequately provide 
for their families. The privileges that patriarchy bestows on them as men entail that 
they must fulfil their marital and parental obligations, but the obstacles imposed by 
being in transnational spaces have a negative impact on their hegemonic masculinity 
constructs.  
These findings are similar to Silberschmidt’s (2005) findings in her study on poverty, 
disempowerment, and male sexuality of East African men, which found that the men 
were disempowered because they were not able to fulfil their gender roles as heads 
of households and breadwinners when faced with socio-economic changes. Also, the 
fact that the participants migrated from Somalia at different times and differed in age 
when they migrated supported the argument by some scholars that refugees have free 
will and agency to decide when, how, and, to some extent, where they will migrate to 
(Giddens, 1984; Richmond, 1988; Turton, 2003). This notion contradicts a structuralist 
viewpoint that asserts that social action or behaviour is predetermined by forces over 
which an individual has no control (Green, 1994; Cassarino, 2004; Squire, 2017). The 
current findings reinforce the arguments that refugees exhibit their agency and 
resilience by choosing to migrate, although the circumstances that force them to 
migrate are at least partially beyond their control. The participants’ migration routes 
differed significantly, but their experiences were very similar and are discussed in the 
following sub-section.   
5.2.2  Male Somali refugee migration routes to South Africa 
The participants reported utilising different migration routes to South Africa, as well as 
different experiences along the migration route. The main routes that were identified 
in this study were as follows:  
 Route 1: Somalia – Mozambique – South Africa;  
 Route 2: Somalia – Kenya – Tanzania – Mozambique – South Africa;  
 Route 3: Somalia – Kenya – Tanzania – Zambia – Zimbabwe – South Africa;  
 Route 4: Somalia – Kenya – Tanzania – Malawi – Zimbabwe – South Africa; 
and  
 Route 5: Somalia – Kenya – Tanzania – Zambia – Botswana – South Africa.  
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The variegated nature of the travelling routes signifies the determination of male 
Somali refugees to find better ways of living. For those participants who used overland 
travel, the study uncovered that they used various modes of transport. In some 
instances, the resolve of these participants was demonstrated through walking in order 
to cross the border illegally into another country; in other instances by hitchhiking on 
the back of trucks, with lorries and private vehicles, and in rare cases they purchased 
official bus tickets. The participants had at one point or another during their journey to 
South Africa used smugglers to facilitate their travel or to sneak them across borders 
illegally. In addition, the availability and use of this social and economic capital to 
Somali refugees reduced the challenges and barriers to their migration as they were 
able to obtain information regarding smuggling routes and bribe officials and agents 
to facilitate their migration. 
In some cases, the participants were exploited by smugglers and were physically 
abused and neglected, which led to some of the participants being arrested, detained, 
and/or placed into refugee camps. The dangers of using illegal routes in and out of 
sovereign states is that they risk being caught by immigration or border patrol officials. 
With this comes the greater risk of detention, arrest, or demands to pay bribes in order 
to be released. These intervening factors did not deter the participants from migrating 
to South Africa. Five participants revealed that, during their journey to South Africa, 
they had been arrested and detained in either Tanzania, Zambia, Mozambique, or 
South Africa. Habon narrated his experience with Tanzanian authorities: 
“I jumped the border, I was arrested in Tanzania. When we were about to cross 
the border [in] to Malawi, we were caught. We were taken back to a town called 
Mbeya in Tanzania. And then I was locked in [jail]. In the two weeks that I was 
there [in Tanzania], I was already in jail” (Habon, June 2018, interview). 
“We were only drinking water [in jail]; there was no food, nothing. Ya, it was 
terrible. No one cares about you. If you die, you die. If you’re alive, you’re lucky 




Habon was released after two weeks with the help of a Somali national who resided 
in Tanzania  
“who came and contacted us in prison. And then he had to phone our relatives 
so they can contribute some money, which he used to release us” (Habon, 
June 2018, interview).  
During migration, the participants successfully managed to free themselves from 
prison, detention facilities, and refugee, camps as well as navigated their way out of 
difficult situations with immigration officials, locals, and smugglers. Through these 
experiences, the participants developed resilience. For example, through social 
networking, other Somalis in these countries would organise lawyers for them or 
fundraise to pay their detention fines. As a result, most of them were freed and 
continued with their journey to South Africa. 
The results speak to the multi-faceted and often challenging nature of the male Somali 
refugee journey to South Africa. It is important to note that despite the impediments to 
their travelling, with some giving up and some falling sick and being left behind, the 
participants acted resolutely to finally arrive in South Africa. This is a demonstration of 
the resilience that characterises Somali refugees, even in their stay in South Africa. 
5.3  A NEW HOME: SETTLING IN EAST LONDON, SOUTH AFRICA 
The participants’ narratives revealed that the networks that exist among Somali 
migrant communities in South Africa serve as important conduits of information, 
capital, and employment, which accrue over time and can be used to obtain favourable 
and desired outcomes from other Somali nationals, such as employment, shelter, 
loans, or food aid. In Johannesburg, the participants accessed the Somali network 
through either the group of Somalis they had travelled with to South Africa or through 
the mosque where they went to seek assistance. The participants reported that 
whenever they fell on hard times during migration, they always went to a mosque 
because they knew they would be able to find Somalis and, in turn, receive assistance, 
and it was no different in South Africa. The mosque symbolises a place where male 
Somali refugees can go to get their resolve strengthened and reinforced through social 
support and economic assistance.  
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To demonstrate this, Jawahir explained how he first came into contact with other 
Somalis in Johannesburg: 
“I went to the place of prayer [mosque] where I contacted Somalis and they 
made donations for me, and they took me to a room where there was, you 
know, some young relatives and I was sleeping [sharing] with them […] I got a 
donation from fellow brothers, Somali brothers, so I sought asylum in 
Johannesburg” (Jawahir, June 2018, interview). 
After applying for asylum in Johannesburg in 2008, Jawahir was granted one-month 
asylum status. This trend continued with him being given one- or two-months’ asylum 
status at a time. This meant that he could not leave Johannesburg and settle 
elsewhere as he had to renew his documentation every so often. Therefore, staying 
in Cape Town and renewing documentation in Johannesburg, for example, was not 
feasible for many asylum seekers and refugees due to the financial implications and 
the loss of time as a result of travelling nearly 1 400 km one way. 
Jawahir was eventually granted refugee status at the end of 2009. He left 
Johannesburg in 2012 for Mount Frere in the Eastern Cape province, where he worked 
for two years. In 2014, he moved to Umtata in the Eastern Cape province, where he 
tried to open a small shop before leaving due to the recurring xenophobic attacks. 
Jawahir explained that he fled Umtata  
“because the thugs are always a problem to me because they almost killed me. 
I was living in fear, they were always robbing us, so I thought to run away” 
(Jawahir, June 2018, interview).  
He eventually settled in East London in 2016, with the help of his cousin who lived in 
East London (whom he was put in touch with by the Somali network). Jawahir 
acknowledged the help he received from other Somalis, as well as his cousin upon 
arrival in East London as he stated: 
“Yes, Somalis helped me, especially that cousin of mine. But even him, he was 





The majority of the participants agreed that they had no idea where East London was 
prior to settling there. They ended up moving to East London for two reasons: the 
employment opportunities they were presented with as a result of being part of the 
Somali network, and the perceived absence of violent crime in East London compared 
to other parts of South Africa. A significant theme that emerged from this study was of 
the assistance the Somali network provides to newcomers by helping them find jobs 
and accommodation in order to make it easier for them to settle in East London. The 
participants met the people who assisted them to settle in East London either through 
chance encounters at the Port Elizabeth DHA office as they applied for asylum/refugee 
documents or through the Somali network upon arrival in Mayfair and Fordsburg in 
Johannesburg. However, moving to and settling in East London reinforced the 
participants’ determination to succeed as they were able to find employment and feel 
more secure as compared to the other parts of South Africa they had lived in before.  
Liban, who arrived in South Africa in 2006 with a group of 10 other Somali refugees, 
was fortunate to be travelling in a group. This helped him to find his feet quickly upon 
arriving in South Africa. Once revitalised, Liban received donations from the Somali 
community in Johannesburg to travel to Port Elizabeth. Liban narrated that  
“people donated to us from the places of prayer, in the mosque and there so 
they can send us to P.E. [Port Elizabeth] for documentation” (Liban, June 2018, 
interview).  
Liban further narrated that he applied for documentation in Port Elizabeth and not 
Johannesburg because 
“[m]y [clan] relations were outside of Johannesburg and it was very difficult to 
get documentation by then in Johannesburg. Because everybody wanted to 
get documentation in Johannesburg” (Liban, June 2018, interview). 
Liban was granted a three-month asylum seeker permit in Port Elizabeth and did not 
return to Johannesburg due to the short length of his asylum permit, as well as the 
absence of relatives in Johannesburg. He opted to remain in Port Elizabeth and stayed 
with different Somali families while job hunting for six months, with no luck. Eventually, 
he found employment as a security guard for a spaza shop owned by a Somali national 
in a township in Port Elizabeth, where he worked for six months before relocating to 
East London in 2007.  
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The decision to move to East London was necessitated by the attacks on foreign shop 
owners by “armed thugs” in Port Elizabeth (Liban, June 2018, interview). He chose to 
settle in East London with the help of his friend from Somalia whom he coincidentally 
met at the DHA offices in Port Elizabeth. Liban detailed this encounter: 
“There’s a friend I knew back in Somalia. I met him in P.E. while we were both 
extending our papers. So he told me he lives in East London, he’s doing well, 
he’s working. It’s a peaceful place and then he told me he can organise a job 
for me. That’s how I heard about East London and moved to East London like 
that” (Liban, June 2018, interview). 
Similar to the majority of the participants, Liban chose to settle in East London because 
“it’s a peaceful place”. Liban’s friend assisted him to settle in by providing him with 
accommodation and helping him find a job as a shopkeeper at a Somali-owned spaza 
shop.  
Another participant who arrived in South Africa as part of a group of 13 Somalis in 
2004 was Yusuf. He joined the group in Zambia and, leveraging their networks, was 
able to receive assistance from Somalis in Polokwane and Johannesburg. In 
Polokwane, the group was provided with transport to Mayfair in Johannesburg, where 
they were received by Somalis. Yusuf was assisted with money by the Somali 
community in Johannesburg in order for him to travel to Port Elizabeth to apply for 
asylum documents, which he was able to do 10 days after arriving in South Africa. 
Soon after receiving asylum documents, he moved to King Williams Town, where he 
worked as a shopkeeper for nearly six years in a Somali-owned spaza shop in the 
township. In 2010, Yusuf moved to Durban, where he found “a job which was paying 
better than the one I had in King Williams Town” (Yusuf, June 2018, interview). In 
2012, Yusuf left Durban for East London on the advice of his friend. He left Durban 
due to “robbery after robbery, constant violence, people were dying” (Yusuf, June 
2018, interview). Yusuf explained that “a guy was shot and killed in front of me. So, I 
couldn’t tolerate that” and he had to leave (Yusuf, June 2018, interview). Yusuf’s friend 
implored him to move to East London and helped him to settle in the city by assisting 




The results demonstrate how Somalis support and assist one another – a claim that 
supports Thornton et al.’s (2011) assertion that Somali culture promotes brotherhood, 
kinship, and entrepreneurship. Therefore, once a Somali national arrives in South 
Africa, an effort is made to ascertain their lineage and clan in order to find their 
“relatives”. This exemplifies the interconnected nature of the Somali community in 
South Africa, which is governed by trust, dependency, and a duty to assist, as 
illustrated by Sadouni (2009). It also strengthens their resilience to livelihood shocks 
as they are assisted with shelter, food, transport money, information on how and where 
to apply for documentation, and employment and wages that they use to support their 
families in South Africa and back home in Somalia. 
A key theme emerging from the participants’ narratives is the significance of a place 
of worship in Somali culture. The mosque is a nodal point and a hub for Somalis, not 
only in South Africa, but even along the migratory route, as expressed by the 
participants. The mosque permits arriving Somalis to freely detail their situation to 
other Somalis with the hope that they will be assisted. Muslim refugees therefore use 
the mosque for primarily bonding purposes along national origin lines; unlike, for 
example, Catholics who use the church for bonding and bridging purposes (Allen, 
2010).  
The findings of this study show that religion, and in particular the mosque, served to 
unite the different Somali clans and assisted them to deal with conflict among 
themselves, while Islam provides hope, solidarity, and a sense of unity among the 
Somali refugees in South Africa. Religious institutions are incubators of social capital 
(Greely, 1997), which helps to strengthen Somali social networks and, in turn, results 
in increased access to information about jobs, donations, and other opportunities, 
which, in turn, develop Somali refugees’ resilience in the transnational space of South 
Africa. The results reveal that the social capital that the participants derived from being 
a Somali national benefitted them by enabling them to gain access to information, 
food, housing, employment, and, in turn, economic capital. The following section 
discusses the legal and institutional frameworks that guide the livelihood strategies 
that Somali refugees employ in South Africa.  
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5.4  INSTITUTIONAL AND LEGAL FRAMEWORKS THAT GUIDE REFUGEES’ 
ENGAGEMENT IN SOCIO-ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES IN SOUTH AFRICA 
To contextualise this chapter, it is important to analyse the institutional and legal 
policies that guide refugees’ socio-economic livelihood strategies in South Africa. 
These policies intend to provide a conducive environment for refugees’ ability to 
engage in socio-economic livelihood activities. Institutionally, this section discusses 
the UNHCR’s policies, while legally, it discusses the South African government’s 
Refugees Act of 1998.  
The study found that refugees’ engagement in socio-economic activities in South 
Africa is guided by the Refugees Act of 1998. As discussed in Chapter 2, the Act allows 
documented asylum seekers and refugees to seek and find employment in the 
Republic and it also affords asylum seekers and refugees the right to protection. South 
Africa also has a self-settlement policy that provides refugees with the opportunity to 
settle anywhere in host communities. According to Kate, a key informant from the 
UNHCR, South African refugee law is  
“one of the best refugee laws in the world on paper; a refugee is on par with nationals 
at every level, other than voting and a few other things” (Kate, June 2018, interview).  
However, the implementation of this law has proved to be a challenge, which Kate 
highlighted as follows: 
“The law is absolutely favourable, it’s one of the best. Now implementation has 
other challenges […] I think it is very difficult to support and to have the right 
approach. Because how can you develop the right approach if you don’t know 
how many and who and where and what skills [they possess]?” (Kate, June 
2018, interview).  
Kate’s claims are supported by the DHA, whose prerogative it is to implement the 
Refugees Act of 1998. The DHA admitted that it has a backlog of asylum and refugee 
applications that it is struggling to adjudicate and complete (Mitchley, 2019). Kate also 
suggested that the DHA is not sufficiently equipped to implement refugee laws. It does 
not have systems and mechanisms in place to determine the number of refugees in 
South Africa, their location, or their means of survival. Kate’s view supports the 
assertions by scholars such as Landau et al. (2005), Grootenhuis (2007), Belvedere 
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(2007), Vigneswaran (2008), Taylor and Kotze (2011), Rugunanan and Smit (2011), 
and Kavuro (2015), who stressed that the DHA is inadequately equipped to deal with 
the refugee phenomenon in South Africa. 
Institutionally, the study found that the UNHCR’s durable solution of local integration 
was the framework the organisation used to encourage refugees to engage in socio-
economic activities in South Africa (UNHCR, 2015). Kate asserted that  
“there is only one solution, I think, that is local integration. But a lot of refugees 
don’t want local integration, even after 20 years, they don’t want the national 
passport” (Kate, June 2018, interview).  
Kate gave an example of refugees in Mozambique who did not want to be locally 
integrated; they refused to get national IDs because they believed that once they were 
documented, they would be integrated, which would reduce their chances of being 
resettled in a Western country. However, Kate conceded that local integration in South 
Africa was “more an option here” (June 2018, interview) because of the diverse and 
advanced socio-economic situation South Africa currently finds itself in. 
Therefore, according to Kate, as a way of promoting local integration among refugees 
in South Africa, the UNHCR developed a new programme targeted at business 
support that commenced mid-2017. This programme provides micro financing to 500 
refugees in South Africa who have established small businesses to help them grow. 
The programme lasts for a period of 12 to 18 months, and at the end of the programme, 
the recipients have to pay back the UNHCR the grant they had received. The 
drawback to this new programme is that it only assists 500 refugees out of a population 
of over 100 000 refugees in South Africa. Furthermore, the new programme provides 
refugees with loans/grants to grow their businesses, which must be repaid regardless 
of whether the business is successful or not. This may negatively affect refugee 
livelihoods if their business is unsuccessful. 
Another drawback is that it is only implemented in two of South Africa’s provinces 
(Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal) and neglects refugees in the other seven provinces 
(UNHCR, 2019a). The UNHCR does not administer the programme itself; it relies on 
service providers / implementing partners, which limits the reach and scope of the 
programme as the service provider needs funds to buy cars, rent office space, and 
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employ staff in all nine provinces, which makes it difficult to implement the programme 
throughout South Africa. Due to funding constraints, the UNHCR stopped funding two 
NGOs that were initially targeted as cases for this study. These NGOs were ARESTA 
and the CTRC, who were implementing partners in East London and Port Elizabeth 
respectively. The cancellation of the partnerships between the UNHCR and these two 
NGOs led to the two organisations closing their doors to refugees permanently 
towards the end of 2017. This has negatively affected refugees in the Eastern Cape, 
who now have to travel to other provinces to try to obtain assistance.  
For the most vulnerable refugees, the UNHCR still provides minimal cash support for 
housing, food, and school fees in some instances. However, since 2018, the UNHCR 
has done away with the livelihood programmes and skills development programmes it 
used to provide for refugees, such as English language training, home-based care 
training, hospitality training, and business and entrepreneurship training. As Kate 
stated,  
“we are not targeting the poorest and most vulnerable [refugees] right now 
because we feel like if we’re going to have any kind of success, we’re targeting 
a step-up, people with a certain set of skills” (Kate, June 2018, interview). 
It is argued that the most vulnerable refugees in South Africa, and particularly in East 
London, such as the participants of this study, are left to their own devices. They find 
it difficult to access humanitarian assistance and skills development training from the 
UNHCR largely because there are no UNHCR offices or implementing partners in 
seven of South Africa’s nine provinces. Furthermore, the most vulnerable refugees do 
not qualify to receive UNHCR support as they are not the intended recipients of the 
UNHCR’s business support programme because they do not own small businesses. 
Many of the participants in this study expressed a desire to acquire artisan skills such 
as plumbing, carpentry, and mechanical skills, which would help them to find 
employment or be self-reliant; however, due to the UNHCR’s change of stance on 




The study also interrogated the proposed amendments to the Refugees Act of 1998. 
Kate suggested that the UNHCR did not support the proposed amendments. She 
stated that  
“obviously, UNHCR doesn’t prefer restrictions and going from the best [refugee 
law], to still good, but now it’s very uncertain what this means” (Kate, June 
2018, interview).  
The proposed amendments bring with them a great deal of uncertainty and anxiety for 
both refugees and refugee-based organisations, who are not certain how these 
amendments will be enacted and implemented. They also pose a threat to the 
sustainability and resilience of refugee livelihoods in South Africa. A detailed 
interrogation and critique of these proposed amendments were provided in Chapter 2. 
More importantly, as of the year 2020, the amendments to the Refugees Act of 1998 
have not been implemented, which means that refugee livelihood strategies are still 
guided by the Refugees Act of 1998 (Johnson, 2020). Male Somali refugee livelihood 
strategies are discussed in the following section and particularly emphasises the 
utilisation of social capital in acquiring employment and strengthening resilience to 
livelihood shocks in East London. 
5.5  MALE SOMALI REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS IN SOUTH AFRICA: THE 
SOCIAL CAPITAL AND EMPLOYMENT NEXUS 
This study’s main aim was to investigate how male Somali refugees in East London 
maintain their socio-economic livelihoods. To this end, the study found that all the 
participants in this study were employed at some point in South Africa through the 
Somali network, although they were employed as shopkeepers or shop guards with 
minimal remuneration. Filsan narrated how the Somali social network assisted him to 
find a job in East London:  
“Of course I got help from people who I know in this country. They helped me 
to, you know, to cope and they welcomed me and they helped me to find a job 
[…] Immediately, when I got my asylum [seeker documentation], I met a 
[Somali] brother who had a shop here in Mdantsane [township] and he told me 
‘Listen, you’re going to work for me’” (Filsan, June 2018, interview). 
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Similar to Filsan, Ibrahim also found assistance and employment through the Somali 
social network in East London. He narrated as follows:  
“Yes, very much. They [Somali friends] helped me to settle in East London. 
They are taking good care of me. They helped me with accommodation, even 
with money up until I could find a job. They also helped me in getting a job” 
(Ibrahim, June 2018, interview). 
The participants’ narratives revealed that they were all informally employed. This could 
be because the research assistant, Hassan, could not secure Somali business owners 
in East London, as they were mostly based in Johannesburg and also guarded their 
business operations from outsiders. Nonetheless, all the participants reported being 
informally employed by fellow Somalis in spaza and clothing shops in and around East 
London’s townships. Somali shopkeepers reported that Somalis largely employed 
their fellow countrymen as a way of assisting them to settle and find their feet in South 
Africa. They also reported that there was a significantly high level of trust among the 
Somali shop owners and shopkeepers as they shared similar socio-cultural attributes 
such as entrepreneurship and business acumen. The level of trust and solidarity 
among Somali refugees is so high that many of the “job interviews” between the 
potential employer and prospective employee were conducted informally in places 
such as the DHA offices through chance encounters as the men waited in line to renew 
their IDs. This was the case with many of the participants, including Yacquub, who 
narrated that 
“[t]here was a brother [who I met at the DHA offices] who was extending his 
asylum documentation in P.E. He said [to me], ‘If you are ready to work, I got 
a job for you. You’re going to pack stuff for me on the shelf. Can you do that?’ 
I replied, ‘Yes, I can do [it]’. Then I got the job” (Yacquub, June 2018, interview). 
The study’s findings revealed that all the participants utilised their social capital to find 
employment through the Somali network, which serves as a point of information 
sharing and physical, financial, and emotional support. Male Somali refugee social 
capital in South Africa is largely based on ethnicity and religion, and is strengthened 
by bonds of kinship, friendship, and shared community or clan origins, which in this 
case helped to connect pioneer migrants with would-be migrants to South Africa. This 
was the case with Abdullahi, who once lived and worked in East London but moved to 
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Durban between 2012 and 2015 because of a better job opportunity that was made 
available to him through the Somali network. Abdullahi eventually left Durban and 
returned to East London after three years due to the xenophobic violence he 
experienced in Durban. Upon arrival in East London, Abdullahi reactivated his social 
contacts in the Somali network so that they could help him find a job. He reported:  
“By the time I came back to East London, I was fairly familiar with people here. 
So I phoned [some Somali friends] and said, ‘Man, I’m in [a] desperate 
situation. I need a job.’ So they told me, ‘No, we realise. Come, we give you a 
job.’” (Abdullahi, June 2018, interview). 
Abdullahi’s narrative extract shows how, when he returned to East London, he was in 
a “desperate situation”, which forced him to make use of his social capital. This 
required him to contact people he knew in the Somali community in East London who 
could find or offer him employment. As a result, he was able to find employment 
through the activation of his social capital. The findings show that male Somali 
refugees have created social spaces or enclaves for themselves, which bolster their 
livelihood strategies and in the process assist in cultivating the spirit of resilience that 
keeps the male Somali refugees going, despite the odds being stacked against them. 
The data speak to the ability of fellow Somali employment as a benefit of having 
access to social capital. This supports Freitag and Kirchner’s (2011) findings that 
showed that higher levels of social capital in a community are associated with lower 
levels of unemployment, largely due to the effective sharing and use of information 
about opportunities and personnel. Although the participants’ employment was 
informal, it is a demonstration of how Somali refugees assisted one another to develop 
their resilience to livelihood shocks through waged employment. The participants’ 
ability to convert social capital to economic capital exemplified what Bourdieu (1986) 
referred to as the “fungibility” of capital. The study’s findings support Bourdieu’s (1986) 
assertion that all forms of capital will ultimately be reduced to economic capital, which 
is evidenced by how all the participants used their social capital to find employment 
and, in turn, economic capital. This finding is corroborated by Bokolo (2018) in her 
qualitative study of the entrepreneurial practices of Somali and Ethiopian spaza shop 
owners in Soweto, Johannesburg. Bokolo (2018) found that these two groups of 
migrant entrepreneurs, enabled by their strong social networks, employed superior 
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entrepreneurial acumen that led to the success of their businesses. Furthermore, her 
study also found that, over time, social capital could be translated into financial capital 
in the form of wages, loans, or rotating savings credit in the Somali network for 
established businesses (Bokolo, 2018).  
However, this study found that as ordinary spaza shopkeepers, the participants fell 
under the category of low-end globalisation, which is characterised by a lack of access 
to the means of production, reproduction, and distribution of economic capital that 
entrenches the inequality they experience and which hinders their ability to increase 
their value and their resilience to livelihood shocks (Bourdieu, 1986; De Haas, 2010; 
Field, 2017). The participants’ ability to exchange their social capital for economic 
capital means that they are able to work, earn a basic salary with which they can 
support their families, and, in turn, gain some respectability from their wives, children, 
and the broader Somali community in East London. This waged employment, 
regardless of how menial it may be, helped the participants to provide for their families 
both in South Africa and Somalia, and resulted in greater livelihood resilience. 
This study’s findings contradict Iazzolino’s (2016) assertion that some dominant clans 
in the Somali social network have access to resources over other clans, which helps 
to explain the inequality across and within classes in the Somali network. This study 
involved participants from three major Somali clans (Darod, Hawiye, and Dir clans) 
and two minority clans (Eeyle and Barawani), and it was not clearly evident that any 
particular clan had dominance or access to resources beyond what the other clans 
could access. It was also not evident based on the findings that there was a difference 
in class based on tribal affiliations. Furthermore, the findings of this study contradict 
Bourdieu’s (1986) assertion that social capital is an elite resource. As this study found, 
social capital was accessible to all the study’s participants by virtue of them being 
Somali, regardless of social standing or class. Social capital is a resource that can be 
accessed by anyone who continuously invests themselves in the activities and social 
relations of a particular group, regardless of differences in social class. 
The following section illuminates the socio-economic livelihood strategies of male 
Somali refugees in East London, as well as the challenges they face in their pursuit to 
achieve sustainable livelihoods in South Africa. 
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5.6  SOCIO-ECONOMIC OBSTACLES TO SUSTAINABLE MALE SOMALI 
REFUGEE LIVELIHOODS IN SOUTH AFRICA 
International literature acknowledges that Somali refugees experience widespread 
constraints to the development and sustainability of their livelihoods, which include a 
disabling policy environment, low levels of social capital, poverty, and weak baseline 
levels of education, training, and skills (Crawford et al., 2015; Rohwerder, 2016; 
Mahmoud, 2018; Al-Mahaidi, 2020; Tometten, 2020; Wake & Barbelet, 2020). In South 
Africa, studies on Somali refugee livelihoods in Gauteng uncovered that Somali 
refugees encounter challenges that include xenophobia, overcrowding, and everyday 
uncertainty that leads to a constant fear of crime and poor mental health (Niyijena, 
2013; Jinnah, 2017a; Waiganjo, 2018). In comparison, studies conducted in Cape 
Town also showed that Somali refugees struggle with xenophobic violence, violent 
crime, and violent entrepreneurship (Charman & Piper, 2012; Crush, Tawodzera, 
McCordic & Ramachandran, 2017; Angu, 2019). This study, as one of a few studies 
conducted in the Eastern Cape province on Somali refugee livelihoods, uncovered 
that three key themes hindered the participants’ efforts to successfully pursue 
sustainable livelihoods. These themes were high unemployment and sub-optimal 
living conditions, low levels of formal education and skills, as well as the lack of safety 
and security in South Africa. The three themes are discussed in the following sub-
sections. 
5.6.1  High unemployment and sub-optimal living conditions 
The participants stated their wish to be employed in any formal sector if South African-
owned businesses recognised their refugee status documents. The participants also 
lacked advanced formal education or “formal” skills to compete in the formal labour 
market. Habon summarised this by saying: 
“We lack ‘formal’ skills. First of all, us Somalis, most of us lack ‘formal’ skills 
and we’re not well formally educated. And with this paper [points at refugee 
documentation], nothing much can be done with it. We do not get [formal] 
employment” (Habon, June 2018, interview). 
All the participants reported that they could not speak English or Xhosa fluently, which 
disadvantaged them when it came to communicating effectively with would-be 
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employers. Due to these cultural capital deficiencies, the participants lacked sufficient 
human capital to influence their status in the internal (higher wages) and external 
(opportunities to find better employment) labour market in South Africa. Male Somali 
refugees therefore tend to refocus their energies and available skills on the informal 
market, where they are involved in entrepreneurial activities that create employment 
for fellow Somalis. 
Another obstacle reported by the participants with regard to employment was that 
refugees who are employed in small businesses such as spaza shops lack the 
necessary knowledge about their employment rights, and as such they are prohibited 
from taking extended periods of leave or time off work, which puts them at risk of 
suffering from burnout. Daahir reported that if he was to take leave, his boss would 
just find another Somali to replace him with because  
“many people are unemployed, and they are on the waiting list to get employed 
so when I get out of work, then I will go down the pecking order to wait for the 
opportunity to come [for employment]” (Daahir, June 2018, interview).  
These long work hours by Somali shopkeepers demonstrate situation-induced 
resilience as they struggle to keep their jobs because they are aware that they are 
easily replaceable, and with their scant “formal” skills or formal education, finding 
another job would be very difficult. Prolonged periods of unemployment will affect their 
ability to provide for their families and their resilience to livelihood shocks, which, in 
turn, will erode their hegemonic masculinity constructs and reduce their decision 
making in the family setup. 
There was a strong hint that the socio-economic livelihood strategies, employment 
status, household income, and living conditions of the participants were precarious 
and vulnerable. The majority of the participants shared similar narratives of poverty, 
low wages, and inadequate accommodation. Although these findings exposed the 
participants’ vulnerability context, which was due to their low and inadequate income, 
they also uncovered the resilience and coping strategies that male Somali refugees 
employed when faced with adversity. Sahan, a religious leader in the Somali 
community in East London, narrated:  
“As a man in Somali culture, you have [to] be very strong, and responsible, and 
productive and be useful to the society in general […] It’s not about the physical 
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strength, the shape of the human body, no. [Coughing]. It’s the strength to 
move on, regardless of the challenges that you go through in life. Like last time 
when I went to the location [township] and was beaten up [by xenophobic 
locals], I had to collect myself and move on. I did not look back to that and say 
no, now I have to run [away and relocate] or do something” (Sahan, June 2018, 
interview). 
Sahan, like all the other participants, exhibited strong traits of resilience that enabled 
them to persevere through the socio-economic hardships they faced as male refugees 
in a transnational space. These resilience strategies included working long and hard 
hours for low wages to provide for their families in South Africa, as well as in Somalia, 
saving up money to establish a business, and continuing to go to work despite 
discrimination and xenophobic violence from the locals.  
The narratives from the participants revealed how male Somali refugees struggled to 
find formal employment due to their perceived lack of formal skills. In addition, the 
male refugees did not believe that the refugee documentation they received was 
adequate and recognisable and they believed that this further hindered their chances 
of finding formal and higher-paying employment. As a result, despite their failed 
attempts to secure formal employment, male Somali refugees utilised their social 
capital to find informal employment in the spaza shop sector of the township economy. 
This informal spaza shop employment helped to build the men’s resilience, as shown 
by providing the men with economic capital that they utilised to support and provide 
for their families. Sahan’s narrative emphasised the role that Somali culture plays in 
the construction of Somali hegemonic masculinities, which must be “strong”, 
“responsible”, “productive”, and “useful to the society in general” in order to overcome 
the obstacles they encounter in their livelihoods (Sahan, June 2018, interview). The 
participants’ ability to provide for their families despite the hardships they experienced 
in a transnational space strengthened the men’s hegemony and patriarchal dividend 
in their households and the Somali community.  
5.6.1.1  The spaza shop experience 
The complexities of vulnerable refugee livelihoods and coping strategies are 
demonstrated by Yusuf’s story (a 33-year-old married man, father of three, with no 
formal education). Yusuf is employed as a shop assistant in a spaza shop in a 
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township in East London. He works and lives with two other Somalis (the two men’s 
immigration status was not clear from Yusuf’s account). This spaza shop is owned by 
a fellow Somali. These three men have a distinct division of labour among them. While 
two are working in the shop, one cooks and prepares food. Their kitchen, bathroom, 
and sleeping area are at the back of the shop and are partitioned from the shop by 
two fridges. After visiting this shop, it was apparent that the shop presented a serious 
health hazard as the level of hygiene in the shop was questionable. The close 
proximity of where the shopkeepers bathed, cooked, and slept and where the goods 
in the shop were kept, presented opportunities for the contamination of perishable food 
items.  
The fact that Yusuf’s life revolved around the shop means that he spent a great deal 
of time with his co-workers in and around the shop. It is only when they need to buy 
stock that one of them goes into town. They take turns to go to the mosque in town on 
Fridays. Each person goes to the mosque once every two or three weeks. Yusuf and 
his co-workers do not have a television set or a radio to keep them entertained, which 
results in them often being bored and lonely. On the one hand, this shows the lack of 
autonomy that the participants have with regard to freedom of movement, as well as 
access to entertainment that can help lift their spirits. They aspire to freely leave their 
places of employment as they please or for extended periods. On the other hand, this 
demonstrates how refugees engage in economic activities that are necessary for their 
survival. Furthermore, parts of working and carving out of livelihoods may sometimes 
be less pleasant but must be performed. 
In addition, Yusuf had a wife and three children who all shared one room and lived in 
North End, a predominantly Somali and Ethiopian neighbourhood near the city centre. 
Yusuf was only allowed to go home to his family once every fortnight, as he narrated 
that  
“if I sleep a week in the township [at the shop], the next week, he [the boss] 






Yusuf further explained that  
“normally, he [the boss] will, he would ask me which would be the best day 
because he knows I’m a man and I’ve got feelings and I want to meet my wife 
and all that. He, I’ll tell him which is the best time” (Yusuf, June 2018, interview).  
This suggests that Yusuf lacked the freedom to go home to his family every day even 
though they lived less than 15 km apart. He wished he could spend more time with his 
wife when he felt like it. The lack of freedom and dependency on his boss to give him 
time off to go home to his wife showed how his employer controlled Yusuf’s livelihood 
options. In this case, because Yusuf lacked control of when he could go home to his 
wife, and his wife lacked the input into his wellbeing when he was away from home, 
his sense of masculinity was weakened (Kleist, 2010). The need to provide for his wife 
and family, like any other man, increased his resilience because he must demonstrate 
that he can provide for the family even under difficult circumstances. 
One of the reasons Yusuf and his co-workers slept in the shop is because they did not 
have to pay rent if they did so. The other reason was the lack of security in the 
townships. Their shop was prone to break-ins, as Yusuf stated that “the place is very 
busy and the locals steal a lot” (June 2018, interview). Yusuf’s boss, the owner of the 
shop, lived in Johannesburg. Yusuf earned R3 500 a month (less than US$250) and 
his wife was unemployed and had no skills or formal education. Yusuf spent R2 000 
on rent every month for his family’s single room in North End, while the rest was spent 
on food for the family. His children were not in school because he could not afford to 
pay school fees. Although they received approximately R400 for each child from the 
government as part of the child support grant, it was not sufficient for school fees. 
Yusuf reported that his wife was happy that he could at least put food on the table for 
his family – an issue that seemed to reinforce his masculinity construct. He said: 
“Eh, she’s happy because she knows at least I’m able to provide for the kids 
and for her and to be able to pay for the rent. More than that, she would prefer 
for me to do something better than that to be more supportive of her and my 
kids and to, for me to be in a more, better situation, better life than this” (Yusuf, 
June 2018, interview). 
Yusuf wished to be happy about his life, and to receive financial assistance from family 
members or friends, but he fended for his family on his own while working long hours 
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for low wages. Yusuf described his displeasure with his remuneration and working 
conditions by stating that  
“it’s a very risky lifestyle with low income where we’re under, always under 
threat. Where we’re being told, day in day out, that we’re going to be killed [by 
locals] and obviously people are being killed every day and that is why, no, I’m 
not happy about my life” (Yusuf, June 2018, interview).  
Yusuf’s narrative tone was pessimistic and was filled with fear for his life. Moreover, 
Yusuf’s narrative revealed that in as much as male refugees desire higher standards 
of livelihoods, they can at least rely on one another, as exemplified by Yusuf’s 
employment in a Somali refugee-owned shop, which helped to build their resilience to 
livelihood shocks through wages/income that they utilise to buy food and clothes and 
pay rent. The refugees may thus view themselves as being in a disadvantaged 
position, compared to their desires, but they do have some form of livelihood in the 
host country that ensures their survival. 
Diric (a 45-year-old divorced man, with no formal education) had similar issues and 
almost the same remuneration as Yusuf (he earned R2 000 a month – less than 
US$145). He reiterated that he worked to sustain himself, as well as to remit money 
to his siblings in Somalia “when things are better for me, [and] when there’s balance 
left out of my money” (June 2018, interview). Diric spent his money on clothes and 
food and saved approximately R500 each month. He did not have a bank account and 
he once lost R4 000 he had saved when their spaza shop was looted by locals. His 
account of saving money was corroborated by Warsame (a 39-year-old divorced man, 
with no formal education), who was the only participant who reported that he was 
unemployed. He had, however, been previously employed and he even tried to open 
his own spaza shop from savings and loans from fellow Somalis in East London in 
2006. However, in 2008, his shop was looted by locals. He now occasionally assists 
UNHCR officials with translating when they visit East London. The fact that participants 
could save some money from their wages showed ways in which they developed their 
resilience while also reinforcing their masculine positions as breadwinners who remit 
money to their families in Somalia.  
Diric and Warsame’s stories revealed how refugees build resilience and devise coping 
strategies to survive in host communities. The savings the participants alluded to 
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revealed that refugees formulated methods that enabled them to have better 
livelihoods by venturing into entrepreneurship. Several studies have demonstrated 
how refugees save money and later open their own businesses. Nomarwayi’s (2012) 
study of Somali refugees in Port Elizabeth, South Africa, revealed that they financed 
their businesses through various resources, including their savings from working 
inside and outside South Africa and from contributions by their families and friends. 
Ibrahim (2016) concurred that the most common source of start-up financing for 
refugee-owned enterprises was personal or family savings. Thus, it is likely that 
although the refugees present pessimistic and negative narratives, there is a thin 
positive veneer of resilience subtly hidden in their narratives.  
5.6.1.2  Sub-optimal living conditions 
Concerns regarding refugee living conditions were more widespread. When asked 
what he would like to change, if possible, to make his life as a refugee in South Africa 
better, Diric responded: 
“I would have changed a lot in my life. First the accommodation, I would not 
have slept in a [cargo] container. All that I would have changed if I had the 
chance is to go to a better place or any other country that is better than this” 
(Diric, June 2018, interview). 
Diric reported that he yearned for better accommodation, as he currently lived in a 
12 x 2 m cargo container with another man. The container has no kitchen, bathroom, 
or toilet (see Appendix 8, Plate 6). They had no form of entertainment and were 
susceptible to health hazards. They used a gas stove to cook, which is dangerous 
because inside the container is at least 20 litres of paraffin that they sell. The container 
was full of food items and had a small single mattress on one side, which he shared 
with his co-worker.  
The living conditions of the participants in East London were sub-optimal. Many 
participants reported living in detached houses or apartments, while others lived in 
cargo containers or wooden shacks. Participants who reported living in cargo 
containers lacked privacy and had no access to clean water, a bathroom, a toilet, or a 
kitchen, which posed serious health risks. A family of five, and in some instances three 
adult men, shared one room in a three-bedroom house or apartment. The other 
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bedrooms were occupied by other Somali families and, as a result, the unit of 
accommodation designed for a family of three to four people accommodated over 10 
people.  
The health risks caused by overcrowding were made evident when I visited 
Mohammed’s home. Mohammed’s family rented one room in a three-bedroom 
apartment. This room was home to six people (mother, father, and four children, 
including two teenage girls) who all shared one bedroom out of the three available 
bedrooms in that apartment. The block of flats was largely occupied by Somalis. The 
room was approximately 5 x 7 m. It was spacious enough to house one double bed, 
which the mother and father slept on. On top of the double bed were two mattresses 
that are laid on the floor at night. These mattresses were used by the two teenage girls 
and two boys to sleep on (see Appendix 8, Plate 7). For Mohammed, a 25-year-old 
single man, his living conditions were emasculating as he had no privacy. Mohammed 
had to share a room with his father, mother, two teenage sisters, and younger brother. 
Mohammed’s family had no working television and shared the bathroom and kitchen 
with two other Somali families. Furthermore, Mohammed worked as a shopkeeper in 
a South African-owned retail shop in town. He did not complete his schooling upon 
arriving in South Africa in 2002 as a nine-year-old boy due to a number of socio-
economic issues. His academic experience as a refugee in South Africa is discussed 
in the following sub-section.  
An important finding that emerged from this study was that the majority of Somali 
refugees lived in cargo containers and wooden shacks. Although some studies on 
refugee livelihoods in South Africa showed how deplorable refugee accommodation 
is, they seldom acknowledged refugees living in cargo containers. The studies did, 
however, demonstrate how overcrowded self-settled refugee apartments are, as well 
as the high rental amounts they pay to other tenants who sub-let the properties 
because refugees do not possess South African IDs that would allow them to apply 
for a lease or mortgage in their own names (Landau, 2006; Rugunanan & Smit, 2011; 
Perumal, 2015; Crea et al., 2016; Jinnah, 2017a). Interestingly, the participants’ 
narratives revealed how deplorable their living conditions were, as well as the extent 
to which male Somali refugees accommodated one another to ensure survival in 
transnational spaces, despite the resultant emasculating experiences that are 
characterised by a lack of privacy and/or poor hygiene. 
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This study found that overcrowding was largely because the participants could not 
access documentation that would allow them to find formal employment and which 
would provide them with an adequate and stable income. However, in some instances, 
overcrowding was due to the participants assisting their fellow countrymen who had 
fallen on hard times. The assistance benefitted the most vulnerable participants as 
they were able to find shelter without having to pay rent. This also greatly developed 
their ability to cope with negative livelihood shocks while sustaining their livelihoods 
for the period that they received assistance. Furthermore, it allowed them time to find 
employment and, in turn, contribute to household expenses while trying to get back 
on their feet. Lastly, many of the participants’ living conditions meant that they had to 
share one room with several other people, which had a negative effect on their 
hegemonic masculinity constructs because they were reliant and dependent on other 
men for their wellbeing.  
5.6.1.3  Low formal employment rates among male Somali refugees 
A key challenge raised by many of the participants in this study was that having 
refugee status did not make it easier for them to find formal employment in South 
Africa. For the purposes of this study, formal employment refers to paid work declared 
to the state for tax, social security, and labour law purposes, while informal 
employment is wholly undeclared work where the work contract between the employer 
and employee is hidden from, or unregistered by, the state for tax, social security, 
and/or labour law purposes (International Labour Organization, 2002). The study 
considers an unemployed person as someone who is not formally or informally 
employed, but who has searched and continues to search for work (Feng, Lagakos & 
Rauch, 2018). 
Most of the participants reported being informally employed, while only one participant 
was unemployed at the time of the interviews. For example, Warsame, who reported 
that he was unemployed, claimed that in good months when he had small odd jobs, 
he earned between R4 000 and R5 000 a month, but that currently  
“there’s no consistent work; sometimes I don’t work for three [months] or skip 
sometimes the whole month I don’t work” (Warsame, June 2018, interview).  
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The lack of income meant that Warsame needed to borrow money from fellow Somalis 
to survive, which left him in debt. Warsame explained that “I’m owing, I think, about 
R6 000 something” and he has no idea how he would pay it back except to say that 
“I’m hoping that I would get a job that I would make maybe R1 500 or R2 000, then I’d 
pay half of that money [that he owes people]” (June 2018, interview). The small loans 
Warsame received from fellow Somalis enabled him to cope in the short term, albeit 
leaving him in debt in the long run. Warsame acknowledged that he was in a difficult 
period of his life, but was grateful to be alive: 
“Yes. I have to be happy [about his life]. I’m happy. At least, you know, I’m 
living. I, you know, I’m a man, I’m strong. Then, I know if I get the type of job 
that I can do, I’m sure that I can do 100%. So I’m happy about my life. It is 
difficult, I know. But whatever, you know, if it’s difficult or if it’s not difficult, we, 
I have to be happy. Of course, you know, in my religion there’s, eh, it says you 
must be saying, you know, thanks to God. Whatever you have. Even if you 
have nothing. So I’m happy” (Warsame, June 2018, interview). 
Warsame’s tone as he narrated his situation was filled with optimism and hope that 
one day things would get better for him. He was grateful and thankful to God for being 
alive, which was a factor that seemed to reinforce his resilience as he understood that 
his situation was God’s will for his life. His resilience was also embedded in his 
masculinity, as he referred to himself as a strong man who was able to work hard if 
the opportunity presented itself.  
The imagery his narrative presented was that of a resilient and strong man who could 
work hard to provide for himself, and he did not seem dejected by his failure to find 
permanent employment or by the fact that he was in debt. Unlike the other participants, 
Warsame (tall and bulky in appearance) believed that his strength as a man reinforced 
his masculinity because he felt he could fulfil any physical activity or task required of 
him as a man. Regardless of the difficult situation he found himself in, he drew comfort 






As mentioned earlier, many private sector employers do not recognise a refugee 
status document. Canab (a 30-year-old single man, with no formal education) said that 
the refugee status document 
“is just a piece of paper, so it is nothing that will qualify us to get a formal job. 
When I take it to an office and say, ‘I need this [job]’, for instance, they say, ‘No 
man what is this? This, this is a piece of paper.’ They don’t recognise it” (Canab, 
June 2018, interview). 
Furthermore, most of the participants reported being paid below the new minimum 
wage of R3 500 (US$233) for a 40-hour work week, which came into effect on 
1 January 2019 (South African Board for People Practices, 2018). Most participants’ 
salary was between R1 800 (US$120) and R3 000 (US$200) for a month’s worth of 
work.  
The challenges faced by the participants, such as the low formal employment rates in 
the job market, are similar to those experienced by Somali refugees in Norway (Naess, 
2019), in the UK (Carlson & Andersson, 2019), in the Netherlands (Van Liempt & 
Nijenhuis, 2020), in Australia (McMichael & Nunn, 2019; Harvey, Szalkowicz & 
Luckman, 2020), in Canada (Van de Sande et al., 2019), and in the USA (Abdi, 2019; 
Woldeab, Yawson & Woldeab, 2019). Nevertheless, Somali refugees in South Africa 
find themselves in informal employment that pays less than the stipulated minimum 
wage and that has no potential for career development. However, informal 
employment for them is better than being unemployed, as it allows them to work and 
receive an income that helps them to develop their resilience and assists them to build 
livelihoods. The participants’ biggest barrier to formal employment was their 
inadequate cultural capital, i.e. low formal educational and skill levels. This theme was 
prevalent in all the interviews and is discussed further in the following sub-section. 
5.6.2  Low levels of formal education and skills among male Somali refugees 
A recurring theme that was common across all the interviews was that of significantly 
low levels of formal education and skills among the participants. This study considers 
formal education as systematic instruction in “universal” knowledge and skills, 
provided at prearranged times and places by specialists with the purpose of increasing 
an individual’s wellbeing by acquiring both cognitive (literacy and numeracy) and non-
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cognitive (social and organisational) (Hatano & Takahashi, 2001; Trommsdorff & 
Dasen, 2001; Glewwe & Lambert, 2010) skills. Informal education refers to 
unstructured, unplanned, and spontaneous learning of behaviours, values, and norms 
that occur outside of a formal school setting (Vartolomei, 2016; Sungsri, 2018).  
Most of the participants in this study reported that they had experienced either formal 
or informal education systems at some point in their childhood in Somalia. All the 
participants in this study who received some form of formal education (non-Arabic-
Islamic education) in Somalia did not complete high school. Other participants who 
lived a nomadic life before migrating either received informal Arabic-Islamic education 
or received no formal education at all. As a result, the participants in this study had 
low levels of formal education and no formal training or skills. None of the participants 
who had gone to school and dropped out at some point had a school certificate to 
prove how far they had gone with their education. Mustafe claimed to have received a 
primary school completion certificate but “everything was destroyed in the civil war” 
(June 2018, interview). As a result, he had no way of proving that he had completed 
primary school. 
A significant finding of this study is that all the participants’ access to education was 
affected by the civil war in Somalia. Canab, who went as far as Grade 5, narrated that 
“yes, I used to go to school, but when there’s clashes and war, we can’t go to school” 
(June 2018, interview). The disruption of academic life by the civil war in Somalia was 
reiterated by Mahad, who quit school in Grade 8 because  
“there was no central government to protect us [students]. There were no 
institutions to operate, without law and order nobody was coming to school, 
people stopped coming to school. The teachers [were] not getting paid” 
(Mahad, June 2018, interview).  
Most of the participants expressed a desire to acquire artisan skills that would improve 
their chances of finding formal employment, receiving a more respectable income, 
and, in turn, strengthening their ability to overcome and become resilient to livelihood 
shocks. Due to their insufficient exposure to formal education, none of the participants 
spoke English fluently, which greatly affected their ability to communicate with 
potential employers. The findings illustrate how Somali refugees have experienced 
difficulty in accessing quality, standardised, and universal education in Somalia since 
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the outbreak of the civil war nearly three decades ago. Their experience with the 
education system in South Africa has been no different. Although asylum seekers and 
refugees in South Africa have the right to access education just like South African 
citizens (DHA, 1999), the reality is that Somali refugees have found it difficult and, in 
many instances impossible, to enrol into the South African education system. 
Upon arrival in South Africa, Somali refugees face a number of obstacles with regard 
to their education. Mohammed, who arrived in South Africa as a nine-year-old boy in 
2002, found it difficult to enrol into public/government schools. Most government 
schools do not recognise refugee documentation. This failure by government 
departments and institutions to recognise valid refugee documentation is corroborated 
by Kate, a key informant from the UNHCR, who stated that 
“[t]he documentation they [refugees] get grants them the right to employment 
and whatever [else]. Now, if it is not recognised by nationals [locals] or 
businesses, then that’s a communication challenge, right? That’s not really a 
documentation challenge, I would say. Then people need to know that this 
document is valid. And you can hire a person or you can do whatever with this 
document. So I think there is clearly a, an information communication 
challenge” (Kate, June 2018, interview).  
The other obstacle that Mohammed encountered with regard to his education in South 
Africa was financial; as in Mohammed’s case, many refugees can rarely afford to pay 
school fees and supply their children with all the additional resources that may be 
required such as textbooks, uniforms, and additional materials. All the participants 
wished that they could study to high levels; however, this proved difficult and as a 
result hindered their potential for upward social mobility in host communities. As Jaji 
(2009) argued, formal education creates economic opportunities that strengthen 
refugee resilience, which, in turn, reinforces hegemonic masculinity constructs. The 
inverse therefore results in downward social mobility, which negatively affects the 
hegemonic masculinity constructs of refugees. The lack of formal education denies 
refugees the ability to attain the economic status associated with academic success, 
which, in turn, affects their ability to fulfil the responsibilities and obligations that come 
with manhood and household headship, which results in the eroding and weakening 
of their hegemonic masculinity construct in public spaces. 
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Furthermore, the participants’ inability to access quality higher education limited their 
ability to apply for and find productive and stable formal employment, which, in turn, 
compromised their ability to develop resilience to livelihood stressors and shocks. 
These findings are supported by Garvis (2020), who argued that the cycle is repeated 
in refugee children’s’ livelihoods who, once in South Africa, are also not able to access 
education, which can hinder their ability to cultivate their resilience to deal with difficult 
situations and make the most of their lives. Despite being unable to access formal 
education that would enable them to build resilience, the participants have been able 
to survive by using their social networks, working long hours for waged employment, 
saving, and seeking socio-economic assistance from other Somalis, humanitarian 
organisations, and religious institutions such as the mosque. In addition, most Somali 
refugee men have business acumen, which enables them to open shops in which they 
employ their kinsfolk. This type of informal skill, which is rarely regarded in formal 
employment, has by and large ensured that they actually build viable businesses in 
local townships, which earn them some respectability. 
5.6.3  Fear, terror, and death: “We live under constant threat” 
Another obstacle that affected the sustainability of the majority of participants’ 
livelihoods in South Africa was the discrimination, violence, and xenophobia that they 
experienced. A common theme that emerged in the interviews with the participants 
was the high level of fear and anxiety among male Somali refugees regarding their 
safety and security. All the participants reported that the biggest impediment to their 
wellbeing and the sustainability of their livelihoods was the lack of safety and security, 
especially in the townships where they lived and worked. All the participants had, on 
at least one occasion, experienced either discrimination, violence, xenophobia, 
looting, or armed robbery.  
5.6.3.1  Direct and psychological violence 
All the participants reported that they wished they could feel safer in South Africa. 
Guuleed stated: 
“We live under constant threat and they are always calling us bad names, 
always telling us ‘we are going to pour petrol, burn your shop’ and until now I 
sleep in fear” (Guuleed, June 2018, interview).  
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Another participant, Diric, said he was uncertain of what the future held and believed 
that the only way his life could improve was to resettle in “any country where there is 
peace” (June 2018, interview). This strongly suggests that even though South Africa 
is not at war, the participants rarely felt at peace living in South Africa. Some, like 
Mustafe, had had their shops looted: 
“My whole shop was taken away [looted] by the locals. Everything that I’ve 
worked so hard for, in my whole life from the time that I stayed in South Africa, 
was just gone in a minute, in a flash […] Yes, of course, I was very lucky to 
even get out of that place alive” (Mustafe, June 2018, interview). 
Other participants said they witnessed first-hand the brutality of the communities they 
lived in, which compounded their fear. Warsame witnessed the shooting of his co-
worker by thugs. Ibrahim was assaulted by thieves as he was on his way to buy stock 
for the shop. He narrated: 
“I was insulted, I was beaten up very much when [since] I was here in South 
Africa […] I was sent by my boss to buy cigarettes [for the shop] and then they 
[thieves] caught me in between, on my way to the taxi [rank] to where the shops 
are. They beat me very badly, and they robbed [me], they took the money” 
(Ibrahim, June 2018, interview).  
The violence that Somali nationals in South Africa experience has led them to believe 
that they are a vulnerable group and that they are specifically targeted by criminals 
because “they can identify who I am, and they know that I am a foreigner” (Ibrahim, 
June 2018, interview). The participants revealed that when they sought protection from 
the South African Police Service, the police often arrived late or never came to their 
aid at all and, in many cases, they were reluctant to pursue the case. In some 
instances, refugees are persuaded by the police to not lay charges against 
perpetrators as it would be difficult and time consuming for the police to investigate, 
lay charges, and eventually prosecute. Jawahir, who closed down his spaza shop in 
Umtata in 2016 after numerous incidents, explained the response he received from 
the police: 
“The thugs are always a problem for me because they almost killed me. They 
were always, I was living in fear, they were always robbing us, so I thought to 
run away. Then I opened a case against the robbers because I know who 
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[robbed me]. But even the police told [me], ‘no, this guy can kill you anytime, 
its better if you relocate from where you are staying.’” (Jawahir, June 2018, 
interview).  
Mahad also reported experiencing a similar response from the police, who told him 
“for the safety of your life, try to move away from this place” after reporting numerous 
incidents of robbery, assault, and intimidation to the police (Mahad, June 2018, 
interview). Mahad stated that the community members always said to him “anytime 
we are going to toyi-toyi5, we’re going to deal with you foreigners first” (Mahad, June 
2018, interview). The experiences shared by the participants suggest a lack of 
adequate protection from the police, who they view as their only source of protection 
in life-threatening situations. Such experiences of violence, coupled with the loss of 
business after fleeing a civil war, may cause serious psychological trauma to male 
Somali refugees. 
However, male Somali refugees are not just helpless victims of xenophobic violence 
in the townships where they operate, but they are also individuals who resiliently and 
tenaciously make use of economic opportunities and partnerships, as well as business 
niches. They continue to operate and rebuild their businesses even after their shops 
are looted, robbed, and/or burned down, with little assistance from law enforcement 
as expressed by the narratives of Jawahir and Mahada, and corroborated by Landau 
and Jacobsen (2004), Landau et al. (2005), and Rugunanan and Smit (2011). Despite 
the violence that they encounter, as well as the fear they live with, they continue to go 
back into the same communities that harass and discriminate against them because 
they have to be resilient to forge ahead and provide a livelihood for themselves and 
their families. This resilience is grounded in the strength of the Somali social network 
who come together in times of xenophobic violence to assist their fellow countrymen 
who fall victim to lootings, murder, and robberies. The Somali social network is the 
foundation upon which many participants who had lost their businesses and 
livelihoods relied to get back on their feet and continue to work to build their lives, 
income, resilience, and respectable masculinities.   
                                            
5  Violent protest. 
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5.6.3.2  Discrimination and anxiety 
Discrimination and the resultant anxiety for their safety and wellbeing were also a key 
theme that emerged from the participants’ narratives. A majority of the study’s 
participants reported experiencing discrimination at least once while in South Africa 
from either state institutions or locals. Yusuf reiterated a general lack of safety and 
security, as well as the discrimination faced by male Somali refugees in South Africa:  
“In every perspective, in South Africa, everywhere you, go it’s a problem, 
because wherever I go, even if we are sick, our kids are sick, hospitals 
discriminate against us. The people that [we] are selling stuff to are 
discriminating against us and are a constant threat to us and always telling us, 
wielding knives and petrol bombs, and telling us, ‘We’ll burn you, we’re going 
to kill you, we’re going to loot you. We’re going to eliminate your number here 
in South Africa, we’re getting so many of you in our country. You want to drain 
the economy of this country.’ Everything in South Africa is bad for us” (Yusuf, 
June 2018, interview). 
Some participants also reported similar incidents where their wellbeing and safety had 
been threatened. The participants reported being discriminated against at government 
departments such as hospitals, clinics, traffic and motor vehicle departments, as well 
as at social grants offices. Abdi, who took his wife to Frere Hospital for the birth of their 
third child, was discriminated against and some derogatory comments were passed 
by the nurses, who casually said to him, “You Somalis are giving birth like chicken; 
you people must stop this” (Abdi, June 2018, interview). This highlights the difficulty 
and discrimination male Somali refugees have to deal with while seeking services from 
public institutions. These demeaning experiences that male Somali refugees have to 
deal with in public spaces further weaken their hegemonic masculinity constructs, 
which are already vulnerable from depending on government institutions to assist 
them with their livelihoods.  
Two participants highlighted that they also feared for the safety of their children in 
South Africa. They were so scared that they locked their children in the house all day. 
Habon stated:  
“We have [to] keep them indoors, so there’s not much outside contact with my 
kids. We are scared. First for them to get knocked down by a car [in the streets]. 
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And the other [reason is] in this country, we know it’s not very safe” (Habon, 
June 2018, interview).  
A similar concern was shared by Liban: 
“We already know this country, we as men are barely surviving so [what] about 
women and children, we are always worried. Even when we are going to work, 
we are worried and thinking about our kids, are they going to make it through 
the day? Are they [thieves] going to get into the house? Will they break into that 
house? That[s] why [what] I always think about” (Liban, June 2018, interview).  
These two accounts show how overt Somali hegemonic masculinity can be; in that the 
men, although they did not feel protected, believed they alone as men could handle 
the lack of safety and security that their community endured. They did not believe that 
Somali women or their children could protect themselves from violence in their host 
communities. Male Somali refugees’ fear and concern for the safety of their children 
and wives were justified because of the high rates of crime, gender-based violence, 
and sexual abuse cases in South Africa that are frequently reported in the media 
(Mathews et al., 2019; Gordon, 2020). 
In schools, Somali refugees have to deal with discrimination. Mohammed, who went 
to high school in South Africa, narrated his experience of discrimination at school. He 
said that  
“some of them [students] were speaking in Xhosa as well, saying grigamba6 
and all that [to me]” (Mohammed, June 2018, interview).  
Many of the participants reported that they had been called at least one derogatory 
name. This is summed up by Abdullahi, who stated that discrimination is  
“a thing that happens to us every single day. Discrimination is just part of our 
life here in South Africa” (June 2018, interview). 
The medical xenophobia experienced by the participants supports the finding by 
Zihindula, Meyer-Weitz and Akintola (2015) on Congolese refugees who experienced 
medical xenophobia in Durban, South Africa. According to Zihindula et al. (2015:7), 
“the pervasiveness of xenophobia is also experienced in prejudice evident in ethnic 
                                            
6  Derogatory and offensive term used to refer to foreigners.  
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slurs, unwelcome and insensitive comments and discriminatory practices, including 
denial of treatment, contributing to inequality in health care delivery”. The 
discrimination against foreign nationals is made worse by the perceived notion that 
they “steal” the jobs and resources that are meant for South African citizens (Landau, 
2007; Kalitanyi & Visser, 2010; Smit & Rugunanan, 2014). 
The fear of South Africans by male Somali refugees as found in this study also 
supports the findings of a quantitative study by Crea et al. (2016) of urban refugees 
and asylum seeker livelihoods in the Gauteng province. From a sample of 50 
respondents, Crea et al. (2016) found that the most commonly cited complaint was 
around personal safety and environmental insecurity. Similarly, the participants in this 
study were generally fearful of their environment and insecure in their host 
communities. This heightened level of insecurity and anxiety affected the participants’ 
children, who cannot play outside or go to school. These findings are also similar to 
the results of studies by Jacobsen and Bailey (2004), Landau (2006), Dodson (2010), 
and Crush and Tawodzera (2014), which showed that refugees in South Africa, and 
in particular male Somali refugees, continue to experience numerous challenges such 
as xenophobia; violence; discrimination; crime; lack of access to quality healthcare, 
education, and employment; and poor living conditions. Furthermore, the findings also 
echo Neocosmos (2010) and Mavima’s (2019) findings, who attributed the xenophobic 
violence experienced by male Somali refugees to the anti-African sentiments and anti-
immigrant violence displayed by South Africans, which Mavima (2019:247) argued is 
“deeply rooted in the country’s historical cultivation of notions of nationalism”. 
Therefore, it can be argued male Somali refugees experience violence and 
xenophobia because they are viewed as being un-African and non-South African 
because of their ethnicity, skin tone, language, and, to an extent, their dress. 
The situation faced by male Somali refugees affects their safety and security, as well 
as their means to earn a living, which, in turn, negatively affected their ability to provide 
for and sustain their families’ livelihoods in South Africa. Their manhood seems 
weakened as they feared going out into public spaces where they have no control over 
their safety, security, and wellbeing. Nevertheless, male Somali refugees exhibit 
resilience even in these difficult situations by continuing to go to work in the same 
communities that threaten their safety and security. Their resilience and resolve are 
strengthened by the fact that they work in groups of two or three people in each spaza 
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shop and that they are in constant contact with their fellow countrymen in nearby spaza 
shops, as well as with their community leaders around East London. The tactic of 
working in groups is beneficial in cases of looting or violence where communication of 
an attack is quickly shared and assistance is readily made available through the 
Somali social network. These coping mechanisms for livelihood shocks such as 
violence and looting have strengthened the Somali community in East London, who 
now constantly check on one another, especially in times of community protests and 
civil unrest. Despite their shops constantly being looted, they always re-establish 
them. This demonstrates how profitable these ventures are and how vital they are to 
the livelihoods of Somali refugees in the South African context. 
5.7  CONCLUSION  
This chapter presented the findings of the study. It discussed the push-pull factors that 
led participants to migrate to South Africa and to East London in particular. The study 
also uncovered that participants settled in East London due to the employment 
opportunities they were presented with. These opportunities were offered to the 
participants through the Somali social network and they assisted the participants to 
develop livelihood resilience. In addition, the chapter interrogated the institutional and 
legal frameworks that guide the engagement of refugees in socio-economic activities 
in East London. The chapter also unveiled the nature and strength of Somali refugee 
social capital in East London, which provided them with opportunities for informal 
employment. Furthermore, the chapter unpacked the structural challenges that hinder 
the participants’ ability to pursue and attain sustainable socio-economic livelihoods in 
South Africa. The findings revealed the harsh living conditions that the participants 
experienced on a daily basis, such as menial jobs, overcrowding, sub-optimal 
accommodation, xenophobic violence, and discrimination.  
The central argument advanced in this chapter was that male Somali refugee 
livelihoods in transnational spaces are vulnerable and to a large extent unsustainable 
due to the lack of timeous and adequate documentation, low levels of human capital, 
high unemployment, poor living conditions, discrimination, violence, xenophobia, and 
the lack of safety nets. These factors marginalise male Somali refugees. Their inability 
to sustain their livelihoods hurts their ability to protect and provide for their families, 
which weakens their masculinity constructs. 
 
158 
Even though the bulk of the narratives from the participants painted a picture of 
vulnerability, the tone of resilience was unmistakable. The ability of the Somali men, 
through the assistance of their vast social networks, to save money, adapt to harsh 
conditions, and, above all, still provide for their families and send remittances 
exemplified this resilience. The participants reported that they worked long and hard 
hours for little remuneration and lived in fear for their safety but still continued to go to 
work in hostile communities every day. This exhibits the tenacity and resilience of male 
Somali refugees, which drive them to strive for a better future.  
Chapter 6 presents further findings and discusses how Somali refugee masculinities 




SOMALI REFUGEE MASCULINITY CONSTRUCTION: 
MARGINALISATION AND RESILIENCE  
6.1  INTRODUCTION  
In refugee studies, a gender perspective evokes images of women and children who 
are perceived as vulnerable and without agency. In an equal measure, refugee men 
experience significant socio-economic problems as they try to live up to culturally 
defined forms of masculinity (Ritchie, 2018). The previous chapter discussed the 
precarious nature of male Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa, as well as their 
resilience that enables them to continue living and working hard from day to day in the 
hope that life will get better. The chapter also explored why the participants chose to 
migrate to South Africa and to subsequently settle in East London, as well as the socio-
economic livelihood strategies they employed. Furthermore, the previous chapter 
discussed the structural challenges that male Somali refugees in South Africa face 
and also revealed the constant fear, terror, and possibility of death the participants 
experienced daily. The chapter concluded that due to structural barriers, inadequate 
institutional policy frameworks by the UNHCR, and poor implementation of legal 
frameworks by the DHA, male Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa are tenuous, 
vulnerable, and largely unsustainable.  
This chapter presents findings on Somali refugee masculinities and their livelihoods in 
South Africa. It begins with an analysis of how the participants formulate, understand, 
and conceptualise their masculinities in the context of Somali culture in transnational 
spaces. The chapter then discusses how male Somali refugees balance their 
masculinity construct as being both a burden and a form of responsibility. In addition, 
the chapter interrogates how Somali masculinities interact with their transnational 
space; particularly how this space weakens their masculinity constructs, results in their 
dependency on humanitarian organisations, as well as what effect participants’ 
interaction with humanitarian organisations has on their manhood and how they deal 
with this weakening of their masculinity to build resilience to livelihood shocks. Lastly, 
based on the analysis of Somali refugee masculinities in East London, South Africa, a 
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case for the understanding and development of a medley of respectable Somali 
refugee masculinities is put forward. 
Analysing how male Somali refugees understood and constructed their masculinities 
was central to this study. The participants’ masculinity constructs were centred around 
three key aspects that they believed cemented and strengthened their masculinities 
which are biological, cultural, and social. These three aspects are analysed and 
discussed in the following sections. 
6.2  SOMALI REFUGEE MASCULINITY CONSTRUCTION: BIOLOGICAL, 
CULTURAL, AND SOCIAL FACTORS 
Although they were in a precarious position, the participants understood their 
masculinities to be constructed by three distinct factors, namely biological, social, 
and/or cultural. The social and cultural factors that influence the participants’ 
understanding of their masculinity constructs are interlinked. The participants reported 
that their masculinity constructs were reinforced through Somali socio-cultural and 
socio-economic activities such as adhering to Somali norms and values (marriage, 
fatherhood), cultural rites of passage (initiation, circumcision), and through material 
possessions (access to employment and income, owning a house or car). 
Interestingly, some participants constructed their masculinity in relation to biological 
characteristics but they also believed that socio-cultural rituals and social-economic 
material possessions were important in the reinforcement of their masculinity 
constructs.  
Diric acknowledged that his manhood was biologically constructed, but also asserted 
that socio-cultural rites of passage reinforced his manhood in society. He stated: 
“I was, I was born [a] man. I grew up [a] man. I came through all other initiations 
and that and from there, I grew up being a man. And everyone knows and 
respects that I’m a man” (Diric, June 2018, interview). 
Diric’s account suggests that it is important in Somali culture as a young boy to be 
circumcised and initiated so as to graduate into manhood so that the family, clan, and 




This notion was supported by Ibrahim, who stated: 
“Yes, of course I was born a man, everybody knows that I was born male, a 
boy. I grew up, I went through initiation, I was circumcised and then I grow up 
as obviously [a man]” (Ibrahim, June 2018, interview).  
It is significant to note how in both narrative extracts it is regarded as important for 
“everybody” to know that they were born male and that they went through the cultural 
rites of passage to manhood. It illustrates that the participants needed the validation 
of their families and communities in order to reinforce their hegemonic masculinity 
constructs.  
The participants also believed that because they were born with male sexual 
reproductive organs, it automatically meant that they were “real” men, and that they 
were the stronger of the two genders, which cannot be taken away from them. This 
was highlighted by Canab, who stated: 
“Men are men, and biologically they’re born men, and you know, women, they 
are [the] weaker gender […] The ladies, the female, that is a weak gender, they 
can’t take proper responsibility. They wait on the man to bring, to put bread on 
the table” (Canab, June 2018, interview).  
Daahir (June 2018, interview) supported Canab’s view that masculinity was a 
biological construct that could never be taken away from him regardless of his socio-
economic status. He explained:  
“I’m naturally born a man. And everything in this world, all material things, were 
all invented by man, and, eh, despite the fact that it adds up to your reputation 
as having a car and having a house and having a job, even now that I don’t 
have any, I do know that I’m a man, man enough, and not different from those 
who got a house and a car” (Daahir, June 2018, interview). 
This shows that for some participants (four out of 21), understanding of their 
masculinity construct was based on their biological characteristics and they perceived 
that it would not be weakened regardless of the material possessions they did or did 
not possess. They viewed women as being weak, inferior, and unable to take proper 
responsibility for the family and because of this negative perception of women, they 
simply recognised themselves as men, as being superior, which reinforced their 
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hegemonic masculinity ideals. This explains why refugee men feel threatened when 
they appear weak in host communities such as in South Africa. To some extent, this 
may also explain the gender-based violence witnessed among refugee communities 
as men try to forcefully assert their hegemonic masculinities and dominance that they 
may perceive as being eroded in transnational spaces, as found by Fry, Skinner and 
Wheeler (2019) and Jensen (2019). 
Furthermore, the participants’ accounts revealed that because they were born male, 
and because society knew they were born male, their masculinity was unquestionable 
and could not be taken away from them regardless of the socio-economic situation in 
which they may find themselves in South Africa. Guuleed emphatically stated that “it’s 
a God-given gift that I am born a man” (June 2018, interview). This illustrates that in 
Somali culture, masculinity is a gift that should be treasured. Filsan concluded by 
saying that “once you are born a boy, male, then everybody knows that you are a man” 
(June 2018, interview). This claim reiterates the point that it is important for Somali 
society to recognise and affirm one’s manhood, which, in turn, reinforces and 
strengthens an individual’s masculine position.  
There is a belief among Somali men that if one is not circumcised, he is not a “real” 
man, which negatively affects how that uncircumcised individual interacts with other 
Somali men and the treatment he receives from others in the Somali community. 
Therefore, if an individual is not circumcised, he is viewed as less of a man. This was 
reinforced by Yusuf, who said: 
“Of course, if you are not circumcised and people don’t know that, I don’t know 
how long you can be able to hide that, but you’ll always be less of a man if 
you’re not circumcised. In [...] our culture and also in the religious perspective. 
So one has to go through the initiation process to be circumcised and in that 
[way] when you grow up to adulthood, you’re regarded as a man regardless of, 
of, of the wealth you acquire and whatever you gain between that” (Yusuf, June 
2018, interview). 
The correlation between circumcision and “real” manhood is socially, culturally, and 
religiously constructed. If an individual is not circumcised, in Somali culture it 
negatively impacts on what Connell (2005) referred to as their patriarchal dividend, 
which entails the advantages, benefits, and other such positives given to men who 
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conform to hegemonic masculinity. Thus, in Somali society, a reduction in an 
individual’s patriarchal dividend significantly reduces their prestige, honour, and right 
to command in their clan and family as they are viewed as unmanly. The issue of 
circumcision is very important in Somali culture and in Islam; so much so that Yacquub 
believed that if one is not circumcised, then he is not cleansed and cannot pray. He 
explained his thoughts by saying: 
“We’re, we’re all circumcised. You can’t even pray, you can’t do anything 
without circumcision. So, you need [to circumcise], it’s an important thing. 
Before circumcision [Laughing], there’s something that is left in [...] the fore part 
of the penis. And when one urinates, the urine is left in there regardless of how 
you try to clean it. It’s not pure. Then, because of that, the religion of Islam does 
not allow something, someone who is not circumcised to say his prayer. Ya, 
it’s a condition which will block the prayer if you’re not circumcised. You need 
to be circumcised first and then you can pray” (Yacquub, June 2018, interview). 
Yacquub’s account illustrated that socially and religiously constructed beliefs are used 
to justify and promote circumcision in Somali culture. One such belief is that if you are 
not circumcised, you cannot pray because you are unclean. Islam promotes 
circumcision at a young age to preserve bodily integrity and this forms an important 
part of the Somali value structure (Alahmad & Dekkers, 2012). As a result, Somali 
boys are compelled to be circumcised to adhere to their cultural and religious norms, 
as well as to gain acceptance in their family, clan, and community for them to be 
perceived as having reached manhood, which, in turn, reinforces their hegemonic 
masculinity constructs.  
The participants also constructed and reinforced their masculinities based on other 
socially developed and acceptable factors. Abdi’s masculinity construct was based on 
his physical appearance and ability to provide for his family. He stated:  
“God has given me the brains and the power and the strength and the 
masculinity to be a provider, to work hard, to sustain myself, my family, and my 
extended family” (Abdi, June 2018, interview).  
This shows that Abdi viewed his masculinity construct as entrenched in his physical 
appearance and capabilities, as well as in the breadwinner role that he played in his 
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family. Abdi’s notion of his masculinity construct being steeped in his physical 
appearance was shared by Warsame, who stated that  
“my physical appearance makes me a man. You know the fact that I’m, you 
know, I’m athletically built and you know, my muscles, my, my look makes me 
a man” (Warsame, June 2018, interview).  
The findings illustrate how Somali masculinity is preserved and maintained regardless 
of location; be it in Mogadishu or in East London, Somali men simply carry their cultural 
and social masculine values to any place they migrate to. 
A key factor to Somali masculinity is the ability to provide for one’s family and clan. 
The breadwinner mentality advanced by hegemonic masculinity theory was evident in 
all the participants’ narratives and was exemplified by Abdullahi, who narrated: 
“Ya, a man is supposed to be the provider for the entire family […] you have to 
strive hard to make sure, first of all, that you get married; after that, eh, you 
take care of people, your siblings, your mother, and the entire family. To uplift 
their day-to-day livelihood” (Abdullahi, June 2018, interview). 
Additionally, the hegemonic masculinity ideal of fatherhood and marriage was 
reiterated by Odawa, who stated:  
“In Somali culture, being a man has to come with a lot of things; productivity, 
strength, and, eh, being able to provide for, first you start with yourself, and 
then you need to marry, get children, help your mother and father and your 
brothers and sisters, then the extended family” (Odawa, June 2018, interview).  
The finding on fatherhood and marriage as stated by the participants supports the 
literature on the ideals of hegemonic masculinity, which in this case reinforces Somali 
hegemonic masculinity constructs (Connell, 2005; Duck, 2009). 
Interestingly, this study found that participants did not exhibit any form of physical 
violence against their wives or women in general. A view that is in contradiction to 
some of the characteristics of hegemonic masculinity that suppose that men who 
adhere to and exhibit hegemonic masculinity traits are physically violent towards 
women and other men (Connell, 2005), although traits of psychological bullying and 
abuse were discernible from their narratives in the way they described the role and 
duties of women and their displeasure with Somali women taking part in economic 
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activities, which would challenge their hegemony. Similar to El-Bushra and Gardner’s 
(2016) finding of Somali refugee men exhibiting non-sexual violence against their 
wives in order to restore and maintain the gender order and their hegemonic 
dominance in the household. The participants reported that they refrained from risky 
sexual behaviours such as having multiple sexual partners, pre-marital sex, or 
inconsistent condom use. Their behaviour is attributable to the participants’ strict 
adherence to their Islamic beliefs of no sexual intercourse before marriage. Even 
though Islam allows a man to have up to four wives, none of the participants reported 
having more than one wife, which can be ascribed to their tenuous socio-economic 
positions that make it difficult for them to provide sufficiently for one wife.  
To fully understand Somali masculinity construction, it is important to understand 
masculinities in general. Multiple masculinities exist, which are highly changeable and 
vary across age and within cultures, as well as institutional and situational contexts 
(Connell, 2005). These masculinities interact with other changeable aspects of 
individual and group identities in ways that are not easily understood, nor predictable. 
Similarly, Somali masculinities are multiple, interchangeable, and vary across different 
situations and contexts. A significant finding of this study shows that in their plurality, 
Somali masculinities are socially constructed and understood. Be it in Mogadishu or 
in East London, Somali masculinities are understood in terms of biological, cultural, 
and social factors that include issues such as the presence of male reproductive 
organs and muscles, adherence to cultural rites of passage such as circumcision and 
initiation, and the possession of material assets such as a house, a business, a car, 
and money. 
The following section discusses how Somali masculinity is both a burden and a 
responsibility and how this reinforces the marginalisation of Somali refugee men in 
transnational spaces and the subjugation of Somali refugee women.  
6.3  CONTRADICTING SOMALI REFUGEE MASCULINITIES 
In sub-Saharan Africa, masculinity, and particularly hegemonic masculinity, is 
characterised by the attainment of a high level of financial independence and security, 
employment, income, marriage, and subsequently being able to start a family (Barker 
& Ricardo, 2006; Berdahl et al., 2018; Cosma & Gurevich, 2018). The attainment of 
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the aforementioned comes with a great sense of responsibility to support, provide for, 
and protect one’s family. Many of the participants in this study reported that they had 
to balance between Somali hegemonic and marginalised masculinity traits depending 
on whether they were in their private spaces or public spaces. The participants also 
had to battle with the tensions and contradictions of Somali hegemonic masculinity as 
a responsibility and a burden. 
The majority of the participants did not believe that their masculinity had been affected 
or weakened by being in a transnational space as refugees, although Bashir 
acknowledged that “it’s not easy for a man to be a refugee in South Africa” (June 2018, 
interview). He further stated that “it was pre-ordained by God for us to be in this 
situation [as refugees]” (Bashir, June 2018, interview). This illustrates that although 
the participants encountered socio-economic challenges in South Africa, Somali 
culture and Islam somewhat insulated their hegemonic masculinity constructs as they 
were simply living out their “pre-ordained” destiny. The principle of predestination is 
aptly demonstrated by Alavi and Azizi (2020), who asserted that the Islamic religion, 
especially the Shiite way of life, believes strongly in destiny. Within this pre-ordained 
ideal, the participants perceived the expectations of Somali hegemonic masculinity as 
both a responsibility and a burden.  
An intriguing finding emerged from this study where the participants understood their 
Somali hegemonic masculinity as a burden and/or a duty filled with responsibility. All 
the participants in their narratives expressed this sense of responsibility in the same 
way they expressed the burden Somali hegemonic masculinity conferred upon them. 
This sense of responsibility, which in some instances can be perceived as a burden, 
was summed up by Mustafe, who said: 
“In the Somali culture, to be a man, first it comes with a heavy burden. First 
[second], it comes with a huge responsibility to take good care of yourself and 
show your manhood and strength and work harder and better than any other 
person. To generate income for yourself for, if you have a wife and kids [provide 
for them], and then your parents, and then followed by your brothers and the 
next of kin […] And be supportive. Like I told you, we are supporting someone 
who’s not related for [to] me that we’re paying for this bed [rent]. It’s part of an 
initiative of which we grow up as Somalis knowing that we need to be 
supportive to each other and that is how it is” (Mustafe, June 2018, interview). 
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Mustafe’s account of what is expected of a man in Somali culture provides insight into 
the norms and values shared by Somali men. These include looking after one another 
regardless of the situation or lack of familial relation which illustrates the level of 
responsibility placed on Somali men. Many of the participants reported that they sent 
money to their families in Somalia every two or three months, which demonstrates the 
responsibility placed on them to provide for their families back home, regardless of 
how difficult their situation was in South Africa. However, it also shows how resourceful 
and resilient these refugee men are because no matter how seemingly untenable their 
situation in South Africa is, they are able to save and remit money back home.  
An example of this resilience and responsibility is Guuleed, a 34-year-old married man 
with four children whose wife left him to go join her mother at the Dadaab refugee 
camp in Kenya in 2017 because she feared for her family’s safety in South Africa. 
Guuleed also had an elderly mother in Somalia whom he also supported. Guuleed had 
the responsibility to provide for his wife and children, as well as his elderly mother. He 
narrated how he provided for them all by saying: 
“After I try and help my kids and wife for two months, one month, I keep quiet 
and throw [remit] something small to my mother in Somalia” (Guuleed, June 
2018, interview). 
Guuleed worked hard every month in South Africa so that he could buy necessities for 
himself while also remitting money to his wife and children in Kenya. Every third month, 
Guuleed remitted money to his mother in Somalia. Guuleed’s experience highlights 
the level of responsibility placed on male Somali refugees in South Africa who have to 
provide for and support their families (wives and children), as well as their elderly 
parents and siblings in Somalia. To some extent, their effort and ability to provide for 
their families help them to salvage and reinforce their “battered” masculinities, which 
have been brought about largely by their status as refugees who are not highly 
educated or skilled. In other words, the participants’ ability to send money back home 
preserved their hegemony as providers and breadwinners in their families and clans. 
Their transnational kinship ties are also preserved through the maintenance of familial 
obligations. This finding is similar to Gardner and El-Bushra’s (2015:26) finding that 
male Somalis grow up with a social responsibility to look after everything and 
 
168 
everyone, especially their kin and kith, which was summed up by one participant in 
their study, who stated that “men are responsible for the world, after Allah”. 
On the other hand, it was also interesting to note how each participant specifically 
referred to Somali masculinity as a “burden” due to the socio-economic expectations 
placed upon them by Somali society and Somali culture to provide and protect even 
as refugees in transnational spaces. As such, the burden of Somali manhood 
increases once one becomes a refugee in South Africa, as put forward by Ibrahim: 
“I’m going through a lot of hardship being a man in South Africa, living under 
constant fear and threat, but nonetheless, I have to work for myself, make sure 
that I earn something for myself to be able to sustain us, for myself, and to 
support my mother. And in the future [I am] planning to marry” (Ibrahim, June 
2018, interview). 
Ibrahim’s narrative highlighted a number of issues that were also expressed by other 
participants, which point to the weakening and eroding of Somali hegemonic 
masculinity as a result of being a refugee. The participants acknowledged that they 
faced a great deal of hardship as refugees and they lived in fear because their lives 
were under constant threat of violence and xenophobia from host communities, as 
highlighted in Section 5.6.3. These findings reveal that the participants’ socio-
economic vulnerability produced feelings of insecurity, uncertainty, and inadequacy, 
which severely affected their ability to maintain and sustain their livelihoods, which, in 
turn, eroded and weakened their hegemonic masculinity construct. Adding to this view, 
Diric believed Somali masculinity was a burden because: 
“[Somali] men, eh, carry more burden and more responsibility than the women. 
They have to provide, make sure they put food on the table, and they take good 
care of the women. And the woman does the normal, eh, house work” (Diric, 
June 2018, interview). 
Diric’s perspective of Somali masculinity being a burden was shared by Habon, who 
reiterated that: 
“[i]n Somali culture, the man bears a lot of burden, especially the responsibility 
to feed the kids, to feed even the wife, and, and himself and taking care of the 
whole family. And the extended family as well. The wife, she just stays at home 
and does the household duties” (Habon, June 2018, interview). 
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The participants viewed Somali masculinity as a burden because it was their 
responsibility as men to ensure that their immediate family members were taken care 
of and looked after; in other words, they had to be breadwinners. The participants 
perceived women’s role in Somali culture as being limited only to household duties, 
which requires the men to go out and engage in socio-economic activities to put food 
on the table so as to ensure that the family is looked after, while constantly reasserting 
their manhood. This division of roles, although not always fulfilled, reinforced the 
participants’ hegemonic masculinity construct and strengthened the patriarchal 
system while subordinating women in Somali culture to being recipients of their male 
counterparts’ socio-economic endeavours. Economic access is reserved for Somali 
refugee men, while it is denied to Somali refugee women. 
The results revealed that male Somali refugees, while enacting their gendered roles, 
had to contend with the contradictions that Somali hegemonic masculinity evokes in 
their psyche. The tensions are borne from participants trying to live up to Somali 
society’s expectations. These contradictions and tensions have resulted in the 
participants understanding their masculinity to be both a responsibility and a burden. 
In order to attain masculine respectability, male Somali refugees must endure the 
burden and fulfil the responsibilities placed on them by Somali culture. All these 
experiences enhance Somali refugee men’s resilience to survive, to carry on, and to 
try again in the hope that their circumstances will improve. However, the fact that male 
Somali refugees still stick around and continue to pursue sustainable livelihoods 
largely through doing business in their spaza shops in the townships, where they are 
often robbed, harassed, and discriminated against, as indicated in Chapter 5, is an 
indication of their tenacity and resilience in the face of adversity.  
This study’s findings on the expectations of Somali masculinity support Gardner and 
El-Bushra’s (2016) claim of Somali masculinity as guided by core values of male 
responsibility for family wellbeing and the kinship system of social organisation. The 
findings are similar to Igbanoi’s (2018) findings in his qualitative study of the 
masculinity constructions of informal migrant traders from four African countries 
working in Johannesburg, which found that informal migrant traders pursued 
masculine respectability through gendered agency. In this context, Somali refugee 
men in East London attempt to gain respectability through their gendered agency, 
which allows them to engage in gendered work such as working in a spaza shop, 
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which is largely shunned for Somali refugee women. Enacting their gendered agency 
and space requires Somali refugee men to fulfil the breadwinner expectations and to 
provide for their families. Failure to provide for their families weakens and challenges 
their Somali hegemonic masculinity constructs. In addition, failure to successfully 
provide for and support one’s family contradicts a key tenet of hegemonic masculinity 
theory, which views economic success and sustainability as integral to the 
construction of hegemonic masculinities (Courtenay, 2000; Connell, 2005; 
Messerschmidt, 2005; Duck, 2009; Groes-Green, 2009).  
Therefore, for Somali refugees in East London, living up to the expectations of Somali 
society and culture presented contradictions and tensions that affect their masculinity 
constructs in transnational spaces. Male Somali refugees are expected to be 
responsible for their family’s sustenance, which means that they have to find ways of 
earning a living regardless of how menial the job or income is. In this case, their ways 
of earning a living meant that they had to work long and hard hours in the informal 
spaza shop sector for less than minimum wage. This was their attempt to attain 
masculine respectability in the eyes of their wives, families, clans, and community. 
Male Somali refugees were burdened to an extent that they worked in dangerous 
environments and situations, lived in sub-optimal conditions, and constantly lived in 
fear for their safety and security. These masculine contradictions that male Somali 
refugees experience impact the respectable masculinities they aim to achieve and 
portray in their host and Somali communities. Male Somali refugees are in an already 
marginalised and weakened position as refugees in a transnational space and must 
simultaneously fulfil the breadwinner ideals of a hegemonic masculinity construct.  
The following section discusses how Somali refugee masculinities are disempowered 
to the point where they become dependent on external support. The section also 
discusses the resilience that male Somali refugees exhibit despite the disempowering 
impact of transnational spaces on their masculinities. 
6.4  SOMALI REFUGEE MASCULINITIES IN A TRANSNATIONAL SPACE: 
DISEMPOWERMENT, DEPENDENCY, AND RESILIENCE  
Male refugees mostly find themselves in precarious positions in host communities 
(Wall, Campbell & Janbek, 2019). They often have to (re)negotiate their hegemonic 
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masculinity identifications and practices, which are rooted in their traditional gender 
relations in order to try to be successful post-migration (Donaldson & Howson, 2009). 
In most transnational spaces, class and race oppression has emasculated refugee 
men and, when coupled with xenophobic sentiments, which are expressed through 
ethnic and racial labelling, African refugee men often find themselves in 
disempowered positions (Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2007; Morrell et al., 2012; Bhana, 
2016; Gibbs et al., 2019; Okeke-Ihejirika et al., 2019). They also have to develop a 
sense of resilience that enables them to persevere regardless of how difficult their 
circumstances are.  
6.4.1  The weakening of Somali manhood 
This study found that many of the participants were not married and did not have 
children, which further limited the spaces in which they could express their hegemony, 
like Mustafe, who said that  
“the only difference for me is that time is no longer by my side. I’m getting older 
and older with no wife and kids […] Of course, if you look [at] one side of it, yes, 
it makes me less of a man” (Mustafe, June 2018, interview).  
Mustafe further explained how he felt his masculinity construct was being weakened 
by his situation in South Africa:  
“And it makes me less of a man because other people are getting married and 
they’re getting children and they’re getting offspring and they can play with their 
kids, even though we’re living in hardship. Regardless of how we’re living, even 
in the room I’m living in now, if I had a wife and kids, it would have been a better 
life for me. I’d have [this interview] with you today with a better, you know, 
morale. I am totally, eh, morally down when I see a man who is of my age with 
as many as four kids next door to my house. That is, that is a disgrace for me, 
a man like me. I’m even older than that man, but he’s got kids, he’s got a wife. 
He doesn’t have even enough to support [them]. But imagine, he’s got the kids, 
they’re growing. In the future, they’ll help you. How about if I die today? I’ll leave 
nothing in this world” (Mustafe, June 2018, interview). 
Mustafe’s tone as he narrated his desire to be a father was filled with despair at his 
desire to get married and have children. Mustafe acknowledged that life as a refugee 
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was difficult, but he believed it would be more bearable if he had a family of his own. 
This finding supports arguments by El-Bushra and Gardner (2016), who posited that 
in Somali culture, a man’s primary purpose on earth is marriage and fatherhood. The 
duo also argued that core ideals of Somali manhood are both highly exacting and 
largely unachievable in the current context of being refugees, with implications for a 
wide variety of relationships. Therefore, without fulfilling either of the two (marriage or 
fatherhood), one is not considered a respectable man in Somali culture. As for 
Mustafe, he felt disempowered, and that his hegemonic masculinity construct was 
weakened due to the absence of a wife and children. 
Some participants who were not married and did not have children did not believe that 
their masculinity was weaker because of this. For example, Faahin narrated as follows: 
“It, it does not make me less of a man. I’m always a man. A complete man. 
And, eh, regardless of my wellbeing and whether I’m having enough wealth or 
not, that does not change that I’m a man. And there’s no doubt in that. But for 
sure, I was supposed to contact my family, to provide for them, to support them, 
to marry, and to be able to provide for myself” (Faahin, June 2018, interview). 
Faahin (a 48-year-old divorced man) acknowledged that he was unable to adequately 
provide for his family and should have been married and settled with children by now. 
He had failed to live up to these societal expectations placed on him, which did not 
seem to affect his construction of his manhood and his masculinity. It seemed to 
actually strengthen his ideals of manhood, which he perceived were based on his 
biological features and not necessarily on material possessions or his ability to 
provide. This points to the fact that masculinity and manhood for the participants were 
subjective and measured based on one’s individual view, understanding, and 
socialisation of what “real” manhood entails.  
The participants also experienced discrimination from locals and government 
institutions, which they perceived was due to their apparent and visible difference in 
skin tone, skin colour, accent, and ethnicity. The participants believed that their visible 
differences made them easy targets in host communities because “they can identify 




As a result of this generic discrimination, male Somali refugees felt disempowered in 
their host communities, as explained by Jawahir, who said: 
“As a refugee, first of all, you’re weak in a foreign country, you are inferior to 
the locals and people and when you don’t have enough to sustain your life and 
the life of your family, then you are even more inferior” (Jawahir, June 2018, 
interview). 
The discrimination and xenophobic violence experienced by the participants in this 
study weakened their hegemonic masculinity constructions, which left them feeling 
helpless and vulnerable. In addition, the feeling of competition between host 
community and refugee men exacerbated the animosity and the impetus by the former 
to supress the latter. This animosity and anxiety kept Somali refugee men on high 
alert, as well as living in fear, as Diric explained:  
“So it’s always worrisome. You know, when we are in the shop, we’re always 
panicking. At times when we want to sell something to someone, we’re not 
quite sure what his intention is, what he is intending to [do]. Will he pull a gun 
and shoot me? Because they’ve broken into a shop I was working in in 
Queenstown. The other one they have killed two guys in front of me, it’s quite 
traumatic” (Diric, June 2018, interview). 
As Diric highlighted, Somali refugee men live and work in the transnational space of 
East London, South Africa, where they interact with local masculinities, which at times 
results in conflict. The tension and contestation between the two groups of men are 
aggravated by feelings of jealousy. Somali refugee shop owners and shopkeepers 
experience hostile treatment from locals because they are perceived as taking the 
locals’ jobs and income in the township economy. This finding is corroborated by 
October (2019), who found that Xhosa men from Motherwell and Makhanda in the 
Eastern Cape province felt that foreigners were taking away some things that 
belonged to them, such as jobs and women, which fuelled xenophobic violence. 
October (2019) argued that male refugees tend to reside in a host society where the 
local men also have their own hegemonic masculinity constructions. 
As a result, Somali refugee men whose livelihoods are constrained due to inadequate 
human and financial capital have no choice but to operate and live in the same spaces 
as local men who portray their own hegemonic masculinity ideals and who from time 
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to time remind them of their hegemony through acts of looting, discrimination, and 
xenophobia. This leaves Somali refugee men in an awkward position as they can only 
express their hegemonic masculinities in limited spaces in their host communities; for 
example, in their households and in Somali religious and cultural circles. This 
weakening of Somali refugee hegemonic masculinity in South Africa results in the 
creation of a dependency syndrome either on donor organisations, the host 
government, or wealthier individuals in the Somali community, from whom male 
Somali refugees expect socio-economic assistance in order to strengthen their 
resilience. This dependency on donor organisations and other individuals is discussed 
in the following sub-section.  
6.4.2  Dependency on humanitarian organisations 
Many male Somali refugees in South Africa are dependent on the government, 
humanitarian organisations, the Somali community, and host communities to assist 
and support them in their pursuit of sustainable socio-economic livelihoods. In this 
case, the participants reported their dependence on wealthier individuals and donor 
and humanitarian organisations. Daahir explained: 
“When you are always dependent on someone, like what I’m doing now, I’m 
working for someone and I’m dependent on him. Like today, to come here [for 
the interview], it was a luck that I was given permission to come here, you don’t 
get freedom and opportunity like this. And eh, when you are in a situation like 
that, it’s quite harsh and hard” (Daahir, June 2018, interview). 
Jawahir, who shares a similar view reported how his inability to successfully and 
adequately sustain his livelihood, as well as his dependency on external sources, led 
to him experiencing an inferiority complex:  
“As a refugee, first of all, you’re weak in a foreign country, you are inferior to 
the locals and people and when you don’t have enough to sustain for your life 
and the life of your family, then you are even more inferior. So you are inferior 
as a refugee, and now that you are a man and cannot provide, you are more 
inferior” (Jawahir, June 2018, interview). 
Dependency and inferiority are not ideals of hegemonic masculinity, as they weaken 
and undermine men’s responsibility as decision makers and breadwinners, which 
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further emasculates male Somali refugees in South Africa. Due to their low wages, the 
participants resorted to seeking assistance from donor organisations in order to 
supplement their income and provide for their families. All of the participants reported 
having sought assistance from international humanitarian organisations such as the 
UNHCR, as well as national and local humanitarian organisations such as NGOs, 
government departments, and various mosques post-migration. This illustrates the 
need for assistance that the participants exhibited, which is associated with 
dependency as they could not adequately provide for themselves. For some of the 
participants, their hegemony and ability to provide for themselves and their families 
were eroded by their migration. They thus became dependent on humanitarian 
organisations such as the UNHCR and local NGOs to provide for their basic needs, 
which included food, shelter, and clothing.  
Upon self-settling in South Africa, all the participants reported that they had on at least 
one occasion gone to the mosque to seek assistance with food, shelter, and clothing 
and to the UNHCR or its implementing partners to seek assistance with legal matters, 
resettlement, psychosocial support, and/or socio-economic support to pay rent, school 
fees, or buy food. Faahin admitted that he sought the services of the UNHCR in South 
Africa:  
“Yes, I’ve met UNHCR. I was seeking eh, I was seeking resettlement. Yes, 
resettlement” (Faahin, June 2018, interview).  
The resettlement programme run by the UNHCR has created a dependency syndrome 
among refugees in South Africa. This was corroborated by David, a key informant and 
UNHCR resettlement official who stated that  
“with refugees, actual resettlement has created a kind of dependency on 
UNHCR, and many of the refugees in this country believe that after some time 
they’ll be resettled” (David, June 2018, interview).  
This finding contrasts what Betts et al. (2016) uncovered in Kenya, where 
humanitarianism starts with the refugees themselves in a sort of bottom-up approach 
instead of a top-down approach that resettlement seems to offer. The Somali refugees 
in Betts et al.’s (2016) study were helped by Oxfam Great Britain in order to establish 
some income-generating activities in the informal sector, which benefitted them and 
their communities and reduced their desire and need to be resettled overseas. 
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Warsame acknowledged seeking assistance from Lawyers for Human Rights, an 
implementing partner of the UNHCR in South Africa. Warsame stated: 
“I went to [Lawyers for] Human Rights for assistance. Ah, I reported some 
cases that happened to me but they only, you know, registered my file number 
on all these cases and they say they would send it to UNHCR, but I didn’t get 
any feedback” (Warsame, June 2018, interview). 
Xalane, who sought the assistance of a South African government department, 
lamented: 
“Yes, apart from [the Department of] Home Affairs, I’ve tried to talk to the people 
of SASSA [South African Social Security Agency] to help me since I’m a 
disabled, I don’t have a finger here [points at his hand with missing finger]. And 
this hand is not working properly. They didn’t help me, they said, they said I 
can’t qualify to get a [social disability] grant” (Xalane, June 2018, interview).  
The participants’ dependence on humanitarian organisations and government 
departments highlights their inability to fully resolve and deal with challenges, as well 
as to enhance their livelihoods without the assistance of donors, the host government, 
and/or humanitarian organisations. This behaviour is contrary to hegemonic 
masculinity ideals that assert that men who exhibit this masculinity trait have control 
over their finances, livelihoods, and wellbeing and do not seek external assistance in 
order to fulfil their masculine roles and duties (Courtenay, 2000; Connell, 2005; Duck, 
2009; Olivius, 2016). Despite the weakening and dependency of Somali refugee 
masculinities, there is a form of resilience that is developed that enables them to 
persevere through the hardships they experience. The resilience of Somali refugee 
men in South Africa is discussed in the following sub-section.  
6.4.3  The resilience of Somali refugee masculinities 
So far, the findings and discussions have demonstrated that Somali refugee 
masculinities are weakened because of the precarious positions they find themselves 
in South Africa. The findings show that even in times of uncertainty, hardship, and 
structural obstacles, Somali refugee men remain resilient. The participants exhibited 
and enacted their resilience through their commitment to their jobs, which required 
them to wake up very early, work long hours, and go to sleep late at night.  
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The participants also demonstrated their resilience through their continuous struggle 
to apply and follow up on their resettlement applications, as expressed by Filsan: 
“If I can get a better place, for instance, if I can get resettlement to another 
country, then that would have been the best thing, for me. Either America or 
Canada, because life is good there. I would study part time and work part time 
and help my family and my children” (Filsan, June 2018, interview). 
Filsan’s narrative echoed the sentiments of many participants who desired to resettle 
in first-world countries, which they perceived as safer and with an abundance of socio-
economic opportunities. Refugee men’s dream of one day being resettled breeds hope 
that the future will be better, which, in turn, develops their resilience to the challenges 
they experience in transnational spaces. The participants’ knowledge of countries 
such as the USA and Canada is because of the increased ease of communication with 
relatives in the diaspora, expanded knowledge of entitlements through the work of 
community-based organisations, and the high visibility of resettlement processing 
amongst fellow Somali refugees (Morland & Levine, 2016; Almenara-Niebla & 
Ascanio-Sánchez, 2019). According to Jansen (2008), some refugees actively seek 
resettlement to the extent that they fake vulnerability and insecurity. However, the 
hope of resettlement continues to be a tool that refugees use to maintain their 
resilience to livelihood stressors. Interestingly, no participant expressed his hope or 
desire to return to Somalia one day. This is in stark contrast to Brun’s (2015) findings, 
which suggested that the hope of one-day returning home is a resilience strategy that 
displaced Georgian refugees from Abkhazia used to persevere through difficult times.  
The belief that God planned for their lives to turn out this way and the hope that God 
would improve their fortunes in the future were common in many of the participants’ 
narratives. This was used as another form of a coping mechanism that strengthened 
the participants’ resilience. Bashir exclaimed that “it was pre-ordained by God for us 
to be in this situation” (June 2018, interview).  
For Bashir, the belief that God would intervene one day and he would be resettled 
signified the resilience that spurred him on to continue living: 
“Only God knows where the best place is. I cannot specifically mention a 
country and say that will be the best country for me. But any country that will 
be better than here, eh, because the UN knows where they resettle people. 
Anywhere where I cannot get threats and, eh, problems with people, with the 
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locals there, and I can live in peace, study, and work and be in a better 
[position]” (Bashir, June 2018, interview). 
Similarly, Yusuf’s resilience was also rooted in his faith in God: 
“Only God can tell what I feel deep inside myself, as a man and as a refugee 
in South Africa. Because I’ve gone through a lot of pain and a lot of problems. 
I survived. A man that I was working with was set alight in front of me and I 
escaped. Imagine if I was the one that was caught in, in the crossroads by 
those people. It’s painful” (Yusuf, June 2018, interview). 
The narratives show that the participants held strong beliefs in their Islamic religion. 
The participants utilised their religion to justify their current place and experiences in 
life as pre-ordained by God. Islam is a patriarchal religious system (Hamdi, Lachheb 
& Anderson, 2017), which the participants used to maintain and cement their dominant 
hegemonic positions and authority to preserve their social standing in Somali society 
and in their households. Islam is used as both a preserver of hegemonic authority and 
as a resilience and coping strategy to validate male Somali refugees’ social position 
and station in life. These findings concur with Tippens’ (2016) findings on the coping 
and resilience of urban Congolese refugees in Kenya, which found that participants 
mitigated their stressors by relying on God and establishing strong social networks 
that assisted them in times of need with finances, accommodation, and even food to 
eat. Similar to the findings of this study, several reports, such as by Goodman (2004), 
Khawaja et al. (2008), Carlson, Cacciatore and Klimek (2012), Ager, Fiddian-
Qasmiyeh and Ager (2015), and Savic et al. (2016), found that religion and spirituality 
were a major source of resilience for refugees in Africa. Similarly, Fiddian-Qasmiyeh 
et al. (2012) posited that local faith groups are important in strengthening resilience 
and reinforcing the social fabric of refugee communities. 
Another aspect that the participants utilised to enhance their resilience was the 
prospect of one day going back to school or receiving artisanal training, which would 
enable them to gain valuable skills and become self-reliant and self-sufficient. Canab 
explained: 
“I always think of enhancing my skills and educating my mind […] If I can go to 
school where I would be able to study academic work and then do something 
good for myself and my people” (Canab, June 2018, interview). 
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Many of the participants expressed a deep desire to receive formal education and 
skills training. They viewed this as a positive step towards finding formal employment 
and making a more respectable income. The participants understood that without 
formal education or skills, one could not attain upward social mobility in South Africa 
because of the high level of competition for jobs. The participants were also aware 
that as refugees their chances of attaining social mobility diminished due to inadequate 
and unrecognisable documentation that they received from the host government.  
For some participants, the ability to save and remit money to Somalia, as well as the 
ability to start their own entrepreneurial ventures even though they were not always 
successful, also showed the resilience of male Somali refugees in South Africa. 
Through hard work and resilience, Warsame, a 39-year old male and the only 
unemployed participant at the time of the interviews, was able to save money and 
open his own spaza shop with the help of a friend, who contributed half of the starting 
capital. Although the shop was later robbed and Warsame was never able to 
resuscitate the shop, he explained:  
“I’ve seen someone who’s looking for a job [business opportunity], for a shop. 
We came together, we joined something [partnership], we started a shop again 
in Mdantsane [township]. Then a robbery and all these things [happened]. I 
couldn’t, you know, manage [to revive the shop]. It was 2008. Then ever since 
from that time, then my life was up and down. Sometimes I managed to get a 
job. You know, I lost, you know, the hope of running a shop. Because there is 
no [knowing] when running a shop whether you will be looted, whether you will 
be, killed, you know. Then you don’t have someone to work [employ] 
permanently there [because of the danger]” (Warsame, June 2018, interview). 
The participants’ resilience was exemplified by Warsame’s ability to save money and 
establish his own business with the help of his social network. Although it was not a 
success, he fought hard to get it off the ground. Even as the only unemployed 
participant, Warsame still expressed hope and was convinced that he would 
eventually find socio-economic stability in his life. His tone was very positive as he 
narrated his experiences, which exemplified the resilient nature of male Somali 
refugees. 
Most of the participants also reported that they saved and sent money to family 
members in Somalia or Kenya. Regardless of how minimal their wages were, they 
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were resilient enough to save and remit money every so often. Guuleed was one of 
the many participants who reported that he remitted money to his wife and four 
children at the Dadaab refugee camp in Kenya every month and that he sent money 
to his elderly mother who still lived in Somalia every third month. In addition, Bashir (a 
33-year-old married man with no children) also shared that he sent money to his 
sibling, his elderly mother, and wife (whom he married but has never met) in Somalia. 
Bashir reported:  
“First of all, I’m being paid small money. I send money to my brother for a 
month, then two months I don’t send. I send money to him so he can take it to 
my elderly mother for her medication, my mom is an elderly woman. I normally 
give them [my] one month’s salary. And for me, one month I buy food, clothes, 
and stuff like that [toiletries] for myself. In the one [other] month, I save for my 
[new] wife, who I’ve never met but I have a responsibility to support her” 
(Bashir, June 2018, interview). 
Bashir earned R2 000 (US$133) a month. He explained that he sent his full month’s 
wages to his mother and brother every third month. He also sent a full month’s wages 
to his new wife in Somalia every third month. Bashir had recently gotten married 
through an arranged marriage, which the two families facilitated and that he was happy 
with. Bashir was only able to use his wages for his upkeep once every three months. 
He lived in the spaza shop where he worked and in so doing, he did not have to worry 
about paying rent. He usually spent his money on food, clothes, and toiletries. Bashir’s 
ability to save and provide for three distinct households on menial wages typifies male 
Somali refugees’ responsibility, burden, and resilience.  
The financial burden and expectations that are placed on the participants as Somali 
men are significant. On the one hand, they must look after themselves and provide for 
their families in South Africa, and, on the other hand, they must also care for and 
provide for their ageing parents and siblings who are in Somalia or in refugee camps 
in East Africa. In order to be able to do this, they need to continuously forge ahead 
with their low-paying jobs and try to save as much as they can. The findings emphasise 
that refugees have active coping and resilience strategies, despite substantial 
hardship and resulting anguish. According to Thomas et al. (2011), they achieve this 
through social networking with friends and family. Thus, understanding how refugees 
cope will enable organisations to enact programmes that will not view them as victims 
only, but as people who leverage their existing strengths. Male Somali refugee 
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resilience is strengthened by the social support they receive from the bonds of kinship, 
which were evidenced by Xalane, who was helped by other Somalis and who in turn 
helped a fellow Somali brother with living expenses. Xalane narrated:  
“As Somalis, we are social people. And then we tend to help each other when 
someone’s in trouble. Even me, along the way, I was encountering so many 
[difficulties but] Somalis helped me. They [Somalis who helped him] didn’t even 
know me, those ones […] [Now] yes, we’re supporting a brother who’s currently 
unemployed. He stays with us. We’re paying for part of his rent and then also 
give him food. But myself, I know this guy and I know maybe one day he’ll find 
a job and then he’ll be able to save himself. He lost the job [he had]. But now 
that he lost the job and he’s got nothing, we’re not going to dump him. He might 
find a job anytime. So we are supporting him now” (Xalane, June 2018, 
interview).  
The participants’ narratives revealed a strong sense of community and brotherhood 
that was anchored on social and economic support in a transnational space. This 
indicates a resilient and reciprocal sense of togetherness necessary for refugees’ 
survival.  
An important finding that also illustrates the resilience of the participants is that they 
have never stopped dreaming or thinking of their future. Their dreams, hopes, and 
aspirations poignantly showcased the fact that no matter how vulnerable their current 
situation was, they continued to dream of a better future. This was succinctly narrated 
by Ibrahim:  
“I have a future. I have to not, I’m not supposed to sleep. Even though I’m not 
educated, I still have to think of my future. Now I’m dreaming of marry[ing], I’ve 
never met a woman, but I know that day will come. When I’m going to meet a 
woman around here and marry” (Ibrahim, June 2018, interview).  
Ibrahim (a 34-year-old single man) had dreams of one day meeting a woman who he 
would marry. This dream enabled him to persevere through the difficulties of being a 
single male Somali refugee in South Africa. This dream also allowed him to build his 
resilience to livelihood shocks in the hope that he will one day make it a reality. All the 
participants had hopes, dreams, and aspirations. They, however, varied in the 
specifics, with some participants dreaming of one-day acquiring quality education and 
finding a decent-paying job that would allow them to adequately provide for their 
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children, spouses, parents, and siblings; while others dreamed of the day they would 
receive adequate documentation that would allow them to travel for business, 
reunification, and/or leisure beyond the borders of South Africa. The fact that the 
participants continued to dream and have aspirations showed that they had not given 
up hope; they were still alive, resilient, and expectant for the future. Studies by Leung, 
Wu and Shek (2016), Glendos (2017), McArthur-Blair and Cockell (2018), and 
Jacques et al. (2020) have shown that having and holding on to dreams, desires, and 
aspirations can significantly influence the resilience of individuals and can lead to 
positive future outcomes.  
The participants’ resilience was also reinforced by NGOs, as well as the UNHCR, 
which at times provided them with emotional, financial, and social support and 
services. This, however, contrasts with arguments by Harrell-Bond (2002), who 
asserted that humanitarianism does not strengthen refugee men’s resilience, but 
weakens their agency. This is similar to the findings by Gladden (2013) in her studies 
of the coping strategies of Sudanese refugee women in the Kakuma refugee camp, 
Kenya, who found that the UNHCR was the formal and primary form of support 
available and utilised by the women.  
This study also found that most participants viewed the UNHCR in a positive light as 
an organisation that worked for their best interests. They had also sought assistance 
from the organisation with regard to education, loans, resettlement, accommodation, 
and documentation. Liban narrated his opinion of the UNHCR as follows:  
“[The] UNHCR has always been helpful to people and in places where there 
was outbreak of civil war. It’s always helping people, vulnerable people, who 
are caught in wars and all that. Like us Somalis, [...] we grew up in the war, 
we’re still running away from the war and even where we are [South Africa], we 
are in a new form of war. So I think the UN should be aware of that and they 
do help and if they are able to help [with resettlement], they should do it now” 
(Liban, June 2018, interview). 
The UNHCR and other humanitarian organisations were perceived in a positive light 
by most of the participants, even though they felt that their requests for assistance 
were not adequately addressed by these same organisations.  
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The participants’ narratives revealed that their socio-economic activities and strategies 
that they employed in East London were aimed at providing for their families. This 
would, in turn, gain them masculine respectability in their households and families. 
Their desire for masculine respectability is summed up by Bashir, who stated: 
“If you’re able to provide for your wife, your mother, your siblings, then that 
adds up to your integrity and respect as a man. But when you are not able to 
provide, given the situation that you are in, if they’re able to understand the 
situation that you are in, then you can explain to them and then they’ll 
understand. That will not take away anything from you” (Bashir, June 2018, 
interview). 
To summarise, Somali masculinities strive to develop and enact respectable 
masculinities. Despite being in a transnational space, which, in some instances, can 
be emasculating, the participants had developed various coping mechanisms in order 
to enhance their livelihood resilience. The participants attributed their low social 
standing to God’s will and pre-ordained destiny, while utilising their social connections 
to create social spaces that assist them in finding employment, which, in turn, provides 
them with economic capital to remit money to and support their families. Added to that, 
their hopes, dreams, and aspirations of one day being resettled, pursuing their 
education, or acquiring specialised skills, coupled with humanitarian assistance, gave 
them masculine respectability and strengthened their hegemonic positions in their 
households and community. The men fulfilled the breadwinner ideals and were able 
to provide for their families’ basic needs, which earned them respect, prestige, honour, 
and decision-making authority. All these resilient masculine characteristics put 
together reinforce their hegemonic masculinity position and entrench the power 
relations and gender order in their private spaces, where they are viewed as heads of 
households and/or respectable men in Somali society. However, in the same manner, 
male Somali refugees in their interactions with host government institutions and 
humanitarian organisations displayed weak, vulnerable, and marginalised forms of 
masculinity susceptible to, and being victims of, violence, discrimination, xenophobia, 
and state policies. One can argue, like Jansen (2008), that these exhibitions of 
marginalised masculinities in a public space are a strategy to fake their vulnerability in 
order to receive socio-economic assistance. 
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These demonstrations of strong and resilient Somali hegemonic masculinities on the 
one hand and weakened and marginalised masculinities on the other hand support 
the findings of Allsopp’s (2017) qualitative study on the intersections of refugee 
masculinities in Europe. The study found that the participants exhibited fluid, 
intersectional, and vulnerable masculinity traits (Allsopp, 2017). Thus, without a 
deeper understanding of the Somali refugee community, one might be tempted to 
come to an erroneous conclusion regarding their masculinity. While the vulnerability 
might indicate some form of subordinated or marginalised masculinity, their ability to 
survive and sometimes prosper despite adversity signifies, broadly, their sense of 
maintaining their hegemonic masculinity. The participants’ narratives thus revealed 
different forms of masculinity constructs, whose ultimate goal was to earn masculine 
respectability through their ability to support, provide for, and protect their families in 
Somalia and in South Africa. The study found, to a large extent, that the participants 
were able to earn masculine respectability as they were able to provide for their 
families, albeit to a lesser degree and on menial wages. They were the only economic 
actors in their households as they confined their female counterparts to household 
duties. This meant that they controlled financial access and, as result, maintained their 
power and dominance. It leads me to conclude that in these transnational spaces, 
male Somali refugees develop a medley of resilient masculinities that lie on a 
continuum with marginalised masculinity traits on one end, which are exhibited in 
public places, and stronger hegemonic masculinity traits that they enact in private 
spaces in their households and in the Somali community in East London on the other 
end.  
6.5  CONCLUSION 
The findings in this chapter revealed that Somali masculinity generally prescribes to 
the ideals of hegemonic masculinity due to the patriarchal nature of Somali culture and 
Islam. The study uncovered how the participants adhered to the ideals of hegemonic 
masculinity through socially and culturally constructed norms and values that they 
enact in their families and communities, which include rites of passage such as 
initiation, circumcision, economic access, physical appearance and characteristics, 
and fatherhood and marriage. Many of the participants were still the sole economic 
recipients in their families and because of this, they were culturally and socially exalted 
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as men with hegemony in their families, communities, and clans, regardless of their 
marginalised refugee status. This (re)negotiation of their masculinities is testament to 
the participants’ resilience and agency, which earned them masculine respectability in 
their families and the Somali refugee community at large. 
However, the participants struggled to reconfigure the hegemonic masculinity 
characteristics that they presented and held in their families and community to the 
broader South African society. As refugees, they are faced with daily challenges that 
remind them that they are outsiders in South Africa, which brings into question their 
hegemonic masculinity. Their inability to fully meet all of their families’ needs also 
serves as a reminder that they are unable to provide adequately because, as refugees, 
they are not equipped with all the resources that they would need to be able to meet 
the expectations placed on them as heads of households. The fact that they are also 
limited in the economic activities that they can be involved in due to their inadequate 
human capital also erodes their hegemonic masculinity construct as they are not able 
to meet their goals and attain the highest level of success. 
Furthermore, the participants’ reliance on humanitarian organisations for assistance 
to meet their needs also serves as a reminder that they are not able to fully meet their 
own needs. This also impacts negatively on their hegemonic masculinity constructs, 
which are not just marginalised but are also subordinated by organisations that require 
valid documentation and vetting before they will provide them with any assistance.  
Based on the findings of this study, Somali refugees exhibit a medley of masculinities. 
This is so because, to a large extent, their being in a foreign community weakens their 
negotiating power and limits the extent of their hegemony; they are therefore 
subordinated to local hegemonic masculinities. To some extent, the coping 
mechanisms and resilience that they possess enable them to navigate obstacles and 
start their own income-generating ventures in the informal sector, which serves to 
reinforce their hegemonic masculinities. This also allows them as individuals to attain 
forms of respectable hegemonic masculinity constructs in a transnational space. 
Chapter 7 analyses and presents an overview of the significant findings of this study 





A (RE)NEGOTIATED MEDLEY OF RESILIENT SOMALI REFUGEE 
MASCULINITIES  
7.1  INTRODUCTION  
As I continue to reflect on the events and my experiences of 2017 as shared in 
Chapter 1, I confront the reality that Somali refugee masculinities exist in plurality and 
along with a medley. I am reminded of how these Somali masculinities, like other 
masculinities, are specific to context and location, but that all commonly strive for 
masculine respectability. The resilience of Somali refugee masculinities in South 
Africa is a key finding of this study, which was not at all clear to me in 2017 when I 
began this thesis with the intention of investigating male Somali refugee livelihood 
sustainability. This study set out to explore how male Somali refugees maintained their 
socio-economic livelihoods and the effect that their livelihood strategies had on the 
construction of their masculinities in East London, South Africa. The study also 
explored the socio-economic challenges faced by male Somali refugees in East 
London in their pursuit of sustainable livelihoods.  
While the findings provide insight into the unsustainable nature of the socio-economic 
livelihood strategies of male Somali refugees, the study also demonstrates how the 
livelihood strategies of male Somali refugees are informed by their social capital and 
masculinity constructs. The interplay between Somali refugee livelihood strategies, 
Somali social capital, and the construction of their masculinities is quite interesting. 
On the one hand, the livelihood strategies of the Somali refugee migrants help to 
shape and reshape their masculinities in a transnational space such as East London 
and, on the other hand, the masculinities exhibited by some of the Somali refugees 
helped to inform their livelihood strategies and approach/attitude to work, which is 
made available to them through their social networks. 
The social capital and masculinity theories discussed in this thesis provided broad 
frameworks within which the vulnerability of male Somali refugee livelihoods can be 
understood. The thesis uncovered the strong nature of Somali refugee networks in 
South Africa, which act as conduits for information sharing about employment 
opportunities, available accommodation, clansmen’s locations, and social support 
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systems in times of xenophobic violence. Religion and religious spaces, in particular 
mosques, are places that new refugees go to for assistance, as well as to meet and 
access pioneer refugees who have access to the vast Somali social network. 
The findings provide an overview of the significant factors that exacerbate the 
vulnerability of male Somali refugee livelihoods in South Africa and that contribute to 
marginalising their masculinities. An important contribution of this thesis is that it 
revealed the resilient nature of male Somali refugees and how they enact this 
resilience at different times and in different social spaces. These findings are 
summarised and discussed in this chapter. 
7.2  A BRIEF OUTLINE OF THE CONCEPTUAL AND THEORETICAL 
ASPECTS OF THE STUDY  
This study employed the sustainable livelihoods framework (SLF), together with the 
social capital theory and masculinity theory, to investigate the socio-economic 
livelihood strategies and the sustainability of these strategies for male Somali refugees 
in East London. It also explored the effects of participants’ livelihood strategies on the 
construction of their masculinities. 
Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF was utilised to explore and understand the 
livelihood assets that were available to male Somali refugees in East London. A key 
asset and capital for male Somali refugees that was uncovered by this study was 
social capital (Thomas et al., 2011; Omata, 2013). The participants’ use of their social 
capital meant that they were able to activate their social networks and relations in 
South Africa to advance their interest of trying to attain sustainable livelihoods. The 
participants possessed and made use of social bonding capital, which was 
characterised by trust and constant interaction and which was made possible by their 
strong ethnic, national, and kinship ties (Putnam, 2000). As a consequence of the 
importance of social capital among the male Somali refugees, they have been able to 
create tight-knit enclaves (Lefebvre, 1991). These enclaves are important in creating 
platforms for livelihood strategies, but also act as spaces where they can reaffirm their 
hegemonic masculinity constructs, which are largely driven by religion and patriarchy, 
which are strong in Somali society (Jenkins, 2004; Collyer & King, 2014). The latter is 
important; given the often-emasculating transnational space that these refugee men 
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find themselves in. This thesis brought to light how strong these kinship ties are in their 
livelihoods and masculinity constructs. 
In turn, the participants were able to convert their social capital into economic capital 
in the form of wages. This conversion of social capital into economic capital was 
referred to by Bourdieu (1986) as the “fungibility” of capital, where he argued that all 
forms of capital will eventually be reduced to economic capital, which male Somali 
refugees use to support their families. The social capital factors that the refugee men 
possessed enabled them to cope with and develop resilience to livelihood shocks in 
South Africa. The strength and importance of the Somali social network to Somali 
refugee livelihoods are corroborated by international studies (Fairlie & Meyer, 1996; 
Chaganti & Green, 2002; Chand & Ghorbani, 2011; Koning & Verver, 2013). Similarly, 
this finding is also supported by numerous scholars who have also uncovered the 
strength and role of Somali social capital in South Africa (Sadouni, 2009; Brown, 2014; 
Grant & Thompson, 2015; Thompson, 2016; Crush & Tawodzera, 2017; Ngwenya, 
2017; Pineteh, 2018).  
Bourdieu (1986) posited that social capital is a resource that is only available to an 
elite group of people in society as they use it to exacerbate social inequality through 
the provision of entitlements and resources. In contrast, my study showed that social 
capital is not a resource available only to the elite in society, but is available to 
everyone, even male Somali refugees who are at the bottom end of the Somali social 
hierarchy. The participants in this study received and provided socio-economic 
assistance to other Somali refugees regardless of their clan difference. The common 
factor of being Somali and a refugee was a significant marker that overrode clan 
lineage or ethnic group similarities in the provision of socio-economic assistance 
among male Somali refugees in South Africa. This is a significant finding that overrides 
Bourdieu’s (1986) claim that social capital is a resource only for the elite.  
The SLF was also beneficial in unearthing the socio-economic challenges experienced 
by male Somali refugees, which make up their “vulnerability context”. Key among 
these challenges were inadequate documentation, high formal unemployment, sub-
optimal living conditions, low levels of formal education and skills, and discrimination, 
violence, and xenophobia. Some of these socio-economic challenges, such as poor 
quality of refugee documentation, which was unrecognisable to most people, and high 
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formal unemployment were structural obstacles that hindered and socially excluded 
male Somali refugees from successfully integrating into the labour market and the host 
community, as well as denying them sufficient access to social services such as quality 
healthcare, education, and accommodation, which they are entitled to. Furthermore, 
sufficient livelihood safety nets were not made available to male Somali refugees, as 
advanced by the SLF. These safety nets included issues such as valid, timeous, and 
recognisable identity and travel documents; financial services, i.e. bank accounts and 
credit facilities; indiscriminate access to social services, such as quality healthcare 
and education; formal employment; and safety and security. Due to the lack of 
adequate documentation that male Somali refugees received from the host 
government, they were unable to travel outside South Africa’s borders, access 
financial and credit services, apply for housing, or, in some instances, open bank 
accounts.  
The study also made use of Connell’s (2005) masculinity theory as a lens to better 
understand how Somali refugee masculinities were shaped and reshaped. This is 
because the concept of masculinity is very important in Somali society’s culture and 
religion (Kleist, 2010; Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016; Karimi et al., 2019; Naess, 2019). 
Thus, it was always going to be important for this study to interrogate how this strong 
sense of hegemonic masculinity among Somali men would withstand a transnational 
space that can sometimes be emasculating. The frameworks on hegemonic and 
marginalised masculinities were specifically used to locate the positions of Somali 
refugee masculinities. Attention was paid to Connell’s (2005) assertion that 
masculinity is socially defined by social symbolisms such as circumcision, which are 
imprinted on the body and that are affirmed and validated by Somali society. As a 
result, Somali refugee masculinities were understood in relation to their habitus. 
I collected data through 21 individual, semi-structured, in-depth interviews and four 
key informant interviews. This was important not only to enrich the data collected and 
to make useful comparisons (Yin, 2011; Babbie & Mouton, 2011), but also to provide 
methodological triangulation of the data to enhance the trustworthiness and credibility 
of the study (Weyers, Strydom & Huisamen, 2008). I employed Creswell’s (2014) six-
step data-analysis approach to enhance the procedural analytical process and applied 
a multi-theoretical framework to my interpretive activity. This included a triangulation 
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of Chambers and Conway’s (1992) SLF, Bourdieu’s (1986) social capital theory, and 
Connell’s (2005) masculinity theory.  
7.3  THE INTERPLAY BETWEEN SOMALI REFUGEES’ LIVELIHOOD 
STRATEGIES AND THEIR MEDLEY OF MASCULINITIES  
To fully appreciate and understand the livelihood strategies of male Somali refugees 
and the resilience inherent in these livelihood strategies in a transnational space such 
as East London, South Africa, one must understand the medley of masculinities that 
these refugee men exhibit. A key finding of this study is the important interplay 
between the resilient nature of the male Somali refugee livelihood strategies and the 
medley of masculinities that they come to exhibit in this transnational space.  
The participants’ hegemonic masculinity constructs were shaped by a highly 
patriarchal and patrilineal clan-based, socio-cultural, and religious Somali system. 
Islam, biological features, and Somali socio-cultural practices (circumcision, initiation) 
promote dominant and strong masculinities, which shaped and reinforced the 
participants’ hegemonic masculinity constructs. Their habitus (Bourdieu, 1984) in 
which they were socialised and located influenced their norms, tendencies, identity, 
and actions as Somali men. The study found that all the participants sought to ascribe 
to Somali hegemonic principles and were socialised to believe that “each individual 
has an exact place in society” (Lewis, 1994:9), where they as men are assumed to 
have “a social status superior to women” (Gardner & El-Bushra, 2004:11). This finding 
supports Kleist (2010), who asserted that the gender ideals of strong and dominant 
Somali men versus weak and docile Somali women can be seen as an expression of 
what Connell (2005) termed hegemonic masculinity.  
The participants came to South Africa with strong traits of hegemonic masculinity that 
promote confidence, physical strength, social prominence, high education and skill 
levels, fatherhood, marriage, leadership, economic success, and the ability to provide 
for and protect one’s family (Ahmed, 2004; Warsame, 2004; Kleist, 2010; Hassan, 
2017; Naess, 2019). These characteristics helped to shape their resilient nature 
despite the odds that were stacked against them as refugees in a transnational space, 
which in many ways emasculated them. The participants’ masculinities were 
emasculated by being refugees in a transnational space that did not afford them the 
same rights and opportunities as citizens or other migrant groups and which inflicted 
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physical and emotional abuse on them through acts of xenophobic violence and 
discrimination. This resulted in weakened and marginalised forms of masculinities, 
which were characterised by heightened levels of fear and anxiety among the refugee 
men (Jaji, 2009; Gardner & El-Bushra, 2016; Markussen, 2018). Their masculinities 
were further weakened by overcrowded living conditions that offered them no privacy, 
and their low levels of formal education and skills hindered their ability to attain formal 
employment and upward social mobility. However, they were not emasculated to an 
extent that erased their salient traits of hegemonic masculinity.  
In attempting to maintain and strengthen their hegemonic masculine identities, male 
Somali refugees created Somali enclaves in the transnational space of East London 
such as men’s councils, the mosque, and spaza shops where Somali men met and 
talked about their challenges and how they could assist one another in an attempt to 
revive some of their hegemonic masculinity constructs. As a result, male Somali 
refugees employed other male Somali refugees in the informal spaza shop sector to 
regain and reaffirm their hegemonic identities through waged employment. This was 
the only livelihood strategy available to them because they possessed low levels of 
human and cultural capital, which negatively affected and decreased their ability to 
find formal high-paying employment or to integrate into the formal job market even 
though they were documented refugees. This study’s findings support findings from 
previous studies by Jinnah (2010), Kalitanyi and Visser (2010), Gastrow and Amit 
(2013), Liedeman (2013), Ibrahim (2016), Maselwa (2016), and Thompson (2016), 
who found that Somali refugees made use of their social capital to set up 
entrepreneurial businesses in the informal sector, such as spaza shops, which 
employed unskilled Somali refugees and gave them livelihood opportunities in South 
Africa. 
Interestingly, the study found that there is an interplay between Somali refugee 
livelihood strategies and the (re)shaping and (re)negotiation of their masculinities in 
transnational spaces. Pessar and Mahler’s (2003:812) “gendered geographies of 
power” framework was useful in understanding the geographic scales, power 
geometry, and social location in which Somali masculinities position themselves in a 
transnational space. With regard to geographic scales, the study found that Somali 
hegemonic masculinity functions on multiple spatial and social scales, which include 
the family unit and Somali communities, both in South Africa, Somalia, and in some 
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instances in Kenya. However, with respect to interactions with the host government or 
humanitarian organisations, Somali masculinities presented more marginalised forms 
of masculinities to gain sympathy in an attempt to receive socio-economic assistance. 
This supports Jansen’s (2008) assertion that some refugees actively sought 
assistance to the extent that they faked vulnerability and insecurity. 
In attempting to reconfigure and reaffirm their hegemonic masculinity constructs, 
Somali refugees created alternative social spaces/enclaves in their transnational 
spaces where they were able to establish businesses and practise their religious, 
social, and cultural beliefs and values; where their hegemonic constructs dominated; 
and where they could assert their masculinity. For example, due to their 
entrepreneurial nature, Somalis developed spaza shop businesses in the informal 
township economy that they used to employ fellow Somalis. These businesses largely 
employed only male Somalis, and excluded female Somalis from economic activities 
as they believed that a woman’s place is in the home, where she carries out household 
chores such as child-rearing, laundry, cleaning, and cooking. These dynamics 
necessitate that Somali refugee men rely on their social network for informal waged 
employment, which becomes a livelihood strategy. The participants valued their 
menial wages to the extent that many of them slept in the spaza shops where they 
worked to save money, which they used to provide for their families. The ability to 
provide for their families in South Africa, as well as to send remittances to Somalia 
and Kenya, maintained and strengthened their hegemonic masculine positions and 
gained them respectability as breadwinners and providers as an important 
characteristic and marker of both Somali masculinity and hegemonic masculine ideals 
(Connell, 2005).  
Secondly, the power geometry in Somali society is heavily tilted in favour of the men. 
The participants were the only economic actors in their households, as they denied 
their wives permission to engage in economic activities in East London. This was done 
to reinforce their role as breadwinners and, in turn, to strengthen their power in the 
household, but was disguised as protecting them from the violence in South Africa. 
Somali refugee men in East London use psychological manipulation and cultural 
principles to validate the gender roles that exclude their female counterparts from 
taking part in economic or income-generating activities. This again strengthens the 
 
193 
hegemonic masculine position of Somali refugees and subordinates Somali refugee 
women.  
Male Somali refugees use religion to endorse their socio-economic livelihood activities 
and social positions in life. Islam is a patriarchal and monotheistic faith that male 
Somali refugees use to validate their experiences and that provides the stability and 
consistency that they have lost in a transnational space (Schweitzer, Greenslade & 
Kagee, 2007; Hasan, 2016). Through Islam, the participants were able to validate their 
hegemonic masculine positions as the religion promotes circumcision, which is an 
important part of the Somali value structure that bestows respect and authority upon 
men who fulfil the practice (Alahmad & Dekkers, 2012). The participants used this 
socio-cultural rite of passage to uphold their hegemonic masculinity constructs. The 
participants’ adherence to their religious practices and beliefs also helped them to deal 
with feelings of loss and uncertainty and helped them to develop hope, solidarity, and 
a sense of unity with fellow Somali refugees in East London, South Africa. Even as 
the participants experienced obstacles and challenges to their livelihoods, they used 
religion to justify their experiences and social positions, which they believed were pre-
ordained by God (Alavi & Azizi, 2020). The participants therefore exploited their 
religion and its patriarchal nature to reaffirm their hegemonic masculine positions, as 
well as build networks that assist them to develop their resilience to livelihood shocks 
(Fiddian-Qasmiyeh et al., 2012; Savic et al., 2016).  
Through the mosque, the participants were able to create their own social spaces 
where they practised their patriarchal religious activities, formed new social 
relationships, and accessed the Somali social network, from which they received 
information about jobs, donations, and other opportunities (Greely, 1997). As a result, 
the participants used Islam as both a preserver of hegemonic authority and resilience 
as well as a coping strategy to validate their social position and stations in life. These 
findings concur with scholars such as Goodman (2004), Khawaja et al. (2008), Carlson 
et al. (2012), Ager et al. (2015), and Tippens (2016), who found that religion and 
spirituality were a major source of resilience for refugees in Africa as it helped them to 
establish strong social networks that assisted them in times of need. The participants’ 
access to their social network through religious institutions such as the mosque 
strengthened their resilience to livelihood shocks as they received socio-economic 
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assistance. It also improved their ability to provide for their families and, as a result, 
cemented their hegemonic masculine positions in their households and communities.  
Thirdly, with regard to social location, the participants of this study found themselves 
at the lowest end of globalisation as male Somali refugees. The participants had 
limited opportunities for upward social mobility and growth, which also limited the 
social power they could attain. The participants were located at the bottom of the male 
Somali social hierarchy as they did not possess adequate human, cultural, or financial 
capital. This meant that they could only be employed as shopkeepers by other socially 
higher-ranking Somali men. To add to that, the participants also ranked at the bottom 
end of the social hierarchy when compared to their South African male counterparts. 
Somali refugee men encounter numerous negative social experiences, which include 
a contestation with local men’s hegemonic masculinities, which are exhibited in the 
form of xenophobic violence and discrimination and unfavourable refugee policies 
(Kleist, 2010; Abdi, 2014; Rae, 2014; Zetter & Ruaudel, 2018). As a result, male 
Somali refugees are rendered powerless as they operate in a hierarchical system 
where they are located at the bottom of the social hierarchy when compared to local 
men and women who are bona fide citizens with inalienable rights. This results in 
Somali refugee men exhibiting weakened and marginalised forms of masculinity in 
public as they interact with host communities.  
In order to increase their social stock, as well as earn respectability, the participants 
took up menial work that was afforded to them by other socially higher-ranking Somali 
men. This informal employment helped to reinforce their respectability in the Somali 
community and their hegemony in their households as they tried to provide and live 
up to breadwinner ideals. As a result, Somali refugee men control the gendered 
geographies of power when compared to Somali refugee women through the interplay 
between their livelihood strategies and their masculinities, which they continuously 
(re)negotiate and which shift along a continuum of strong hegemonic traits to 
weakened marginalised traits, depending on the context.  
In conclusion, this study’s findings revealed that there was an interplay between 
Somali refugee livelihood strategies and the construction of their masculinities in East 
London, South Africa. Somali refugees continuously (re)negotiated their positions 
through socio-cultural and socio-economic activities to attain socially acceptable and 
respectable masculinities. Somali hegemonic masculinity constructs were 
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strengthened by the men’s ability to eke out livelihood strategies that enabled them to 
fulfil their gender roles and expectations of providing for and protecting the family unit. 
Their informal employment in spaza shops afforded them the opportunity to save face, 
earn economic capital, strengthen their breadwinner ideals, and develop masculine 
respectability in their private spaces. However, structural obstacles and exclusion 
mechanisms weakened male Somali refugee hegemonic masculinities, which required 
them to enact marginalised masculinity types in public spaces. The study concluded 
that despite the strength of the Somali social network, Somali refugee livelihoods in 
East London were vulnerable, precarious, and unsustainable. Furthermore, male 
Somali refugees exhibited plural, multi-faceted, context-specific, location-specific, 
fluid, contested, complicated, and heterogeneous masculinity constructs. Somali 
refugee masculinities therefore extended through a medley in which they presented 
powerful hegemonic masculinity constructs in their private spaces, but they also 
exhibited marginalised, tenuous, and weakened masculinity types in public spaces 
such as in their interactions with host communities, the host government, and 
humanitarian organisations. 
7.4  (RE)NEGOTIATING A MEDLEY OF MASCULINITY THEORY 
This thesis offers valuable theoretical contributions, as well as contradictions, to 
current masculinity theory. Connell’s (2005) masculinity theory laid the groundwork for 
scholars to investigate masculinity constructs. A critique of Connell’s masculinity 
theory by Synnott (2009) is that it views all men as homogenous. Connell’s hegemonic 
masculinity theory is largely designed for Western or European men who are white, 
heterosexual, middle class, dominant, assertive, emotionally restrained, and 
physically strong. It failed to consider the heterogeneity of African men with diverse 
heritage, cultures, religions, value systems, and beliefs. While Connell (2005) 
acknowledged that marginalised masculinities and power differentials exist, which are 
based on class, race, and gender, my study built on Connell’s framework by applying 
it to refugee men who have endured hardship due to civil war, migration, post-
migration violence, discrimination, and xenophobia in host countries such as South 
Africa, but who are still resilient and persevere every day. Guided by the findings of 
this study, I argue that the definition of marginalised masculinities put forward by 
Connell (2005) is inadequate as it fails to recognise male Somali refugees, whose 
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construction of masculinities are (re)negotiated depending on the contexts in which 
they find themselves in a transnational space.  
Connell’s (2005) notion of marginalised masculinity is inadequate in fully unravelling 
the experiences of male Somali refugees in South Africa. To completely appreciate 
the experiences of male Somali refugees, one needs to consider the (re)negotiated 
medley of Somali refugee masculinities. These refugee masculinities span across a 
continuum; from exhibiting traits of hegemonic masculinity when they are in their 
private spaces, to more precarious forms of masculinities that are linked to their 
vulnerabilities because of their low levels of education and skills and their continued 
exposure to xenophobic violence and discrimination. Despite these fragile and 
frustrated masculinities, one can discern traits of hegemonic masculinities that are 
somewhat muted, but still sufficient to show the fighting spirit, tenacity, and resilience 
of some of the male refugees, as a consequence of their agency. Culture, religion, and 
habitus play a significant role in the participants’ efforts to (re)negotiate and (re)claim 
their masculinity. The honing of skills for craft and business and the subsequent 
deployment of these skills for economic benefit are a sort of leverage that enabled the 
male Somali refugees to project a sense of undisturbed hegemonic masculinity. This 
is, of course, taking into account that a portion of the refugees own small businesses, 
have some form of savings, and have assets to fall back on. 
As such, the findings of this study showed that Connell’s (2005) marginalised 
masculinity theory is inadequate for cases that involve refugee men and migrant men 
more broadly who find themselves at the lower end of the globalisation hierarchy. An 
extension of the marginalised masculinity framework, which takes into consideration 
the civil war experiences, migration experiences, host country experiences, and 
psychological, emotional, and physical trauma of refugee men is necessary. All these 
factors, when placed in a specific transnational location, significantly affect and 
influence the construction and (re)negotiation of refugee masculinities.  
Furthermore, the role of economics and politics must be considered with regard to the 
extension of a marginalised theoretical framework that encompasses refugee men. As 
Gutmann (1996; 2003) and Morrell’s (2001) work on masculinities in Mexico and South 
Africa highlighted, politics and economics influence the construction of a specific form 
of masculinity. This is no different to this study where the role of politics (refugee policy, 
immigration laws, documentation) and economics (access to employment, wages) in 
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South Africa was critical to understanding Somali refugee masculinities. The 
participants’ experiences and interaction with politics and the economy in South Africa 
challenge their gender construction and identity. In this study, the participants were 
largely involved in the informal economy due to their inadequate human and economic 
capital, which, in turn, reduced the income they earned. Consequently, weakened and 
marginalised refugee masculinities were developed, which are largely socially 
constructed, centred on survival by any means, and are a result of the participants’ 
inability to sustain or enhance their livelihoods. However, this weakened masculinity 
is counterbalanced by social networking to the extent that it has become a “medley” 
of masculinities. To some extent, they exhibit dislocated masculinities, while in the 
same vein they can express their hegemony in the confines of private spaces, and, on 
another level, they have designed coping mechanisms that enable them to surmount 
obstacles. 
Marginalised masculinity theory should therefore be extended to take into 
consideration some of the factors highlighted by the participants in this study. 
Marginalised masculinity theory must incorporate factors that impact on refugee 
masculinities, such as a sense of inferiority; helplessness; fear of crime, violence, 
discrimination, and xenophobia; fear of loss of property; dependency on humanitarian 
organisations; food insecurity; unemployment; sub-standard living conditions; 
inadequate human and cultural capital; psychological, emotional, and physical trauma; 
fear of death; and resilience. It is important to note that, like all the other masculinity 
constructs, refugee masculinities will vary from situation to situation but that most of 
the characteristics mentioned above will be present in most refugee masculinity 
constructs. 
Lastly, the study also found that contrary to Connell’s (2005) hegemonic masculinity 
framework, male Somali refugees largely due to their strong religious beliefs, did not 
exhibit traits of physical violence against women, risky sexual behaviours, or multiple 
sexual partners at the same time. Male Somali refugees took pride in protecting and 
providing for the women in their lives, who, in many instances, were their wives and 
mothers, although traits of emotional and psychological abuse were discernible in their 
understandings of gender roles and their refusal to let Somali women access or 
engage in economic activities. As such, hegemonic masculinity theory must also be 
extended to consider other forms of violence and not just physical violence as the 
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implications of the other forms of violence all lead to the subjugation of women. The 
study’s findings point to the need for the acknowledgement of a medley of refugee 
masculinities, which are flexible and multiple and which differ and vary depending on 
experience, context, time, and place, but which are largely similar in their 
disempowered nature due to the structural barriers and exclusion mechanisms they 
endure in their pursuit of sustainable livelihoods in transnational spaces.  
7.5  RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPLEMENTATION  
This study’s findings provided valuable insight into the livelihood strategies, 
masculinity constructions, and challenges faced by male Somali refugees in South 
Africa. The following practical and policy recommendations should be implemented if 
refugee livelihoods are to be sustainable in South Africa, while also creating an 
atmosphere of social cohesion between local and refugee communities.  
Firstly, the South African government should implement the Refugees Act without 
prejudice and unnecessary delay in order for refugee rights to be protected and 
livelihoods safeguarded. The South African Refugees Act of 1998 allows refugees to 
study and work in the Republic. As a result, the South African government should 
timeously issue refugees with valid, recognisable, and durable documentation. This 
will help refugees to apply for and obtain education and employment. Consequently, 
once refugees acquire formal education, they will be able to find formal employment, 
which will help them become self-sufficient and self-reliant. 
Secondly, the South African government, through the DHA, should integrate the 
refugee documentation system into the national DHA system so that refugees can 
apply, renew, and process all their documentation needs at their local DHA office like 
citizens do. This will save refugees the time and money of having to travel long 
distances across the country just to renew their IDs. Furthermore, once refugees 
acquire valid and recognisable documentation, they should then be able to access 
safety nets such as opening bank accounts and access to credit facilities, mortgages, 
and business loans. This is important as it will help to develop and build their resilience 
to livelihood shocks. The South African government should provide refugees with a 
travelling document, i.e. a passport. This will help refugees to exit and enter the 
Republic legally for purposes of business, leisure, or family reunification, without 
necessarily re-availing themselves to their home country.  
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Thirdly, the South African government must roll out community and national 
awareness campaigns through various mass media platforms on the plight, 
experiences, rights, and responsibilities of refugees in South Africa. This will help to 
deconstruct many of the negative stereotypes and perceptions that citizens and local 
communities have of refugees. The net result of such awareness-raising campaigns 
could be increased understanding and knowledge of refugee situations by locals, 
which may lead to increased tolerance and social cohesion among refugee and local 
communities in the Republic, which may, in turn, lead to increased formal employment 
opportunities for refugees due to employers feeling safe and comfortable about legally 
hiring documented refugees.  
Fourthly, the UNHCR in South Africa should consider a return to its previous model of 
social assistance that provided refugees with credible and accredited educational 
opportunities, skills training, and development programmes that were facilitated by 
local NGOs acting as implementing partners. Refugees’ desire to acquire artisanal 
skills will benefit both the UNHCR and the refugees as they will eventually become 
self-sufficient and may even start their own businesses, which will reduce their reliance 
on humanitarian organisations. Sound financial and reporting mechanisms must be 
put in place in order to allow for transparency, accountability, and efficiency of all 
UNHCR-funded livelihood programmes coordinated and implemented by local and 
community-based organisations. The UNHCR in partnership with the host government 
must endeavour to fund implementing partners / community-based organisations in all 
the major cities in South Africa so that their programmes are easily accessible to 
refugees and asylum seekers regardless of location. 
Lastly, the South African government, through the South African Police Service, and 
in partnership with local NGOs, must work to educate, train, and equip police officers 
on the plight and rights of refugees, especially during times of community protests and 
xenophobic violence against refugees. The authorities must also be trained to identify 
and accept refugee documentation during stop-and-search activities so as to avoid 
the abuse of refugee rights and experiences of discrimination. Furthermore, the South 
African government, through the Department of Health and the Department of 
Education, must educate and train employees on the rights of refugees to access 




7.6  LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 
This thesis was conducted as an attempt to interrogate and investigate an area of 
male Somali refugee livelihoods and masculinity research in South Africa that is 
understudied. Despite the contribution of the results of the study to existing literature, 
some limitations were encountered. Firstly, the study could not include refugee-based 
NGOs based in the Eastern Cape province, such as ARESTA or the CTRC, who acted 
as implementing partners for the UNHCR, because they closed down at the end of 
2017.  
Secondly, the study did not include female Somali refugees, such as the wives of the 
participants, who could have provided valuable insight into their livelihood strategies 
and experiences in a transnational space. Thirdly, the study made use of an interpreter 
who translated from Somali to English and vice versa. This may have resulted in some 
information being lost in translation; however, this was minimised by summarising 
each participant’s narrative back to them for confirmation.  
The study makes an important contribution to the refugee livelihoods-masculinity field 
in that it interrogated 21 Somali men from five distinct clans (Darood, Dir, Hawiye, 
Eeyle and Barawani) for the project despite the highlighted constraints of the 
researcher. This is a useful contribution from a methods perspective as data were 
collected from Somali refugee men from different and diverse backgrounds, ages, 
marital status, levels of education, as well as migration experiences and years of 
migration from Somalia to South Africa. The information provided is not only enriching 
but also diverse in nature and thus quite useful for broad analysis; for instance, in 
terms of the reasons that Somali refugee men provide for when they make their 
decisions of when, how, and where to migrate; their migration experiences; livelihood 
strategies in host countries; and masculinity constructs. This serves a good purpose 
in terms of initial reference for future projects similar to this one. 
7.7  SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  
This study purposefully selected Somali refugee men living and working in East 
London because they have quite visible populations in this area and they were also 
actively involved in the livelihood and skills training programmes that were facilitated 
by humanitarian organisations such as the UNHCR. Future research will do well to 
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explore the research questions of this study among a wider male refugee population 
in East London, as well as among other nationalities. For instance, there is a 
significantly large population of male refugees from Ethiopia, the DRC, and Burundi in 
the city. Research with such nationalities will contribute to a better understanding of 
male refugee livelihoods and masculinity constructions.  
I recruited only male Somali refugees who were employed in spaza shops. This was 
because I could not secure interviews with the shop owners/employers as they either 
lived in Johannesburg or did not want to be part of the study because they did not 
want their business operations to be known by outsiders. Further studies should 
expand on this and include male Somali refugee shop owners and businessmen for a 
more comprehensive and comparative picture of the questions raised in this study. 
Also, it would be interesting to find out what future research would unearth if it 
investigated the socio-economic livelihood strategies, as well as masculine identities 
and constructs, of more socially “higher up” male Somali refugees living in East 
London.  
The research goal of this study was to explore the socio-economic livelihood strategies 
and masculinity constructions of male Somali refugees in East London; as a result, no 
women were interviewed for the study. Future research could investigate the socio-
economic livelihood strategies and gender constructs of female Somali refugees to 
determine how they maintain their livelihoods and construct their femininity in East 
London. No South African men were interviewed for this study since the focus was on 
the livelihood strategies of male Somali refugees and their masculinity constructs. 
However, it would be interesting to explore what South African men, especially in the 
townships of East London where most of the Somali-owned spaza shops are located, 
think of the masculine relations between Somali refugee men and themselves, as well 
as the contestations and oppositions thereof, and how they feature in such 
relationships, particularly beyond the xenophobia narrative. 
7.8  CONCLUSION  
This thesis examined the socio-economic livelihood strategies of male Somali 
refugees, as well as their construction and understanding of their masculinity 
constructs in East London, South Africa. The study contributes to scholarly literature 
on refugee livelihoods and refugee masculinity construction in transnational spaces. 
 
202 
The patriarchal nature of Somali culture has underscored the benchmark that male 
Somali refugees must strive toward to attain masculine respectability and “real” Somali 
manhood. As a result, male Somali refugees in a transnational space have had to 
create their own enclaves in which they create business and employment 
opportunities for themselves and other male Somali refugees in an effort to restore 
their battered hegemonic masculinity constructs. These employment opportunities 
offer participants the chance to work and earn a wage, which they use to provide for 
their families, which, in turn, earns them masculine respectability, power, and authority 
that cement their hegemonic masculine positions in their households and in Somali 
society.  
The study has also shown how social capital, particularly bonding capital, is utilised 
by male Somali refugees to build and maintain their livelihoods through employment 
in the informal sector and socio-economic support in times of difficulty. Male Somali 
refugees also experience socio-economic structural challenges and exclusionary 
mechanisms that hinder their ability to successfully sustain their livelihoods, which, in 
turn, weaken their hegemonic masculinity construct. Despite all the structural 
challenges and exclusion mechanisms, Somali refugee employment in the informal 
market has helped male Somali refugees to build resilience to livelihood shocks, as 
well as provided them with the ability to support their families, albeit insufficiently.  
This thesis endeavoured to show masculinities as not only being embodied by but also 
as interlinked to social contexts. This study also uncovered how masculinity is 
constantly (re)negotiated and (re)defined by the refugee men, depending on their 
cultural and social contexts and by the private and public spaces they find themselves 
in. In doing so, the study unearthed a medley of Somali refugee masculinities that lie 
on a continuum. On one end of the continuum, male Somali refugees exhibit 
vulnerable, precarious, weak, and marginalised masculinity types, while on the other 
end, they present strong, resilient, hegemonic masculinity types that earn them 
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Appendix 1: Schedule for Male Refugee Interview Participants 
 
 
(Introduce study and self and request permission to conduct interview). 
Name  Surname  
Age  Place of Interview  
Date of Interview  Duration of Interview  
Interview Number  Occupation  
Phone # 
 
1. Biographical Information 
- Where in Somalia were you born? 
- What is your home language? 
- What is your highest level of education? 
- If qualified, what is your qualification and where did you receive this 
qualification? Is it recognised in South Africa? 
- What religion do you practise? Are you religiously involved in South Africa? 
 
2. Migration History 
- Why did you leave Somalia? 
- When did you arrive in South Africa? And where did you enter South Africa? 
- Which countries did you pass through to get to South Africa?  
- What mode of transport did you use to travel from Somalia to South Africa? 
- Have you ever stayed in a refugee camp? If yes, where and for how long? And 
why did you leave the camp? 
- Why did you choose to come to South Africa? 
- Is South Africa the only country where you applied for refugee status?  
- Where did you hear about South Africa? 
- Why did you as a refugee choose to settle in East London? 
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- Who helped you settle in East London, South Africa? 
- Is your life in South Africa very different from the life you had in Somalia? If yes, 
in what way is it different? 
- Have you ever been a victim of xenophobic violence or discrimination in South 
Africa? 
 
3. Family, Clan, and Relationship Ties 
- Which of the four main/majority Somali clans (Darod, Hawiye, Dir, or Isaaq) do 
you belong to? 
- Are you married, widowed, divorced, or single? If married, when and where 
were you married?  
- Are you married to a Somali woman? 
- Does your wife live with you in South Africa? If not, where does your wife live? 
- Does your wife have asylum seeker status, refugee status, or South African 
citizenship? 
- How many children do you have? How old are they? 
- Do your children live with you? 
- What is the relationship with your children like? Are you close? 
- What challenges do your family and children face in South Africa? 
 
4. Household 
- Where do you stay in East London, and for how long have you stayed there? 
- How did you find this accommodation? 
- With whom do you stay? 
- Are you happy with your accommodation in East London? 
- What problems do you have with your accommodation? 
- Tell me about your household in Somalia. 
- How different is your house and the people you live with in South Africa 





5. Employment / Livelihood 
- Were you employed in Somalia before you left? If yes, what did you do? 
- Are you currently employed in South Africa? If yes, what type of work are you 
currently doing in East London? For example, do you work for someone or are 
you self-employed? Please be specific and elaborate on the answer. 
- If not employed, how do you earn a living, how do you pay rent, bills, school 
fees, or buy food? 
- How many other asylum seekers or refugees do you work with or employ? 
- Do you do the same work every day or do you have different forms of 
employment? Please elaborate. 
- How many hours a day/week do you work? 
- How did you first earn money from the time you came to South Africa? Please 
tell me about all your work / businesses / other forms of getting money from the 
time you arrived in South Africa. 
- How else do you get money, food, school fees, and clothes? 
- Does anyone help you with this? 
- Are you happy with the type of work you do? 
- What problems/challenges do you experience with your work? 
- What do you do with your money? 
- Do you help or look after anyone here in South Africa or in Somalia? If yes, who 
and how much do you assist them with every month? 
- What are you happy with about your life? 
- What challenges do you experience in South Africa? 
- What would you like to change about your life? 
 
6. Social Networks  
- Do you receive money, food, information, etc. from someone? If yes, from 
whom, how often, why, and how? 
- What makes it easy or difficult to go to these people/places?  
- What do you think of the Somali organisations in South Africa?  





7. Masculinity  
- What is it like to be a man in Somali culture? 
- What is it like being a man and a refugee in South Africa? 
- What challenges do you experience at home or at work as a male refugee in 
South Africa? 
- Has your life as a man changed since moving to South Africa? 
- Is it easier or more difficult to find work because you are a male refugee in 
South Africa? 
- What is it like migrating as a male refugee? 
- What is the difference between men and women in Somali culture? 
- How would you describe your masculinity, manhood, or being a man? 
- Do you think your family, clan, and friends consider you a man based on the 
norms of Somali culture? 
 
8. Humanitarian Assistance  
-  Do you know any refugee-linked non-governmental organisations (NGOs) such 
as ARESTA or the CTRC? If yes, have you ever gone to an NGO for help to 
find food, accommodation, money, or assistance with documentation? If yes, 
please tell me who, what happened, and what assistance did you receive? 
-  Do you know the UNHCR? Have you ever gone to UNHCR outside South Africa 
to seek assistance? If yes, please tell me what you needed assistance with and 
what, if any, assistance did you receive? 
-  Have you ever gone to the UNHCR in South Africa to seek assistance? If yes, 
please tell me what you needed assistance with and what, if any, assistance 
did you receive? 
-  Have you ever gone to any government department in South Africa to seek 
assistance? If yes, please tell me what you needed assistance with and what, 
if any, assistance did you receive? 
-  What assistance would you like the South African government to give refugees 
in South Africa? 
-  What assistance would you like the UNHCR to give refugees in South Africa? 
-  What do you think of organisations like the UNHCR?  
-  What do you think of the government of South Africa?  
-  Is there anything else you want to say? 
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Appendix 2: Interview Schedule for Key Informants 
 
(Introduce study and self and request permission to conduct interview). 
Name  Surname  
Position  Place of Interview  
Date of Interview  Duration of Interview  
 
1. What is your role within the organisation? 
2. What socio-economic livelihood programmes or interventions do you 
implement to assist refugees in South Africa? 
3. What socio-economic livelihood programmes or interventions do you 
implement to assist refugees in East London? 
4. What socio-economic livelihood programmes or interventions do you 
implement to assist Somali refugees in particular? 
5. What has the response of Somali refugees been towards the socio-economic 
livelihood strategies and interventions initiated in East London?  
6. What challenges do refugees, in particular male Somali refugees, experience 
in South Africa? 
7. What have been the benefits of these socio-economic refugee livelihood 
strategies and interventions? 
8. What challenges have you experienced while implementing the refugee socio-
economic livelihood strategies and interventions in East London? 
9. What are your perceptions regarding the programmes and intervention 
strategies you implement to assist refugees in South Africa? 
10. What is the organisation’s view of the current refugee law in South Africa? 
11. What is the organisation’s view of the proposed amendments to the Immigration 
and Refugees Act of South Africa? 
12. How equipped is the Department of Home Affairs to assist refugees in South 
Africa in your experience? 
13. Which of the three UNHCR durable solutions do Somali men most seek 
assistance with?  
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Appendix 3: Photographs Taken at the Marabastad Department of 
Home Affairs (DHA) Office 
 
 
Plate 1: Asylum seekers and refugees queuing to submit their applications for documentation 
at the Marabastad DHA office in Pretoria, South Africa  
Source: Researcher’s own photograph 
 
 
Plate 2: South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) news crew conducting interviews with 
asylum seekers and refugees at the Marabastad DHA office 
Source: Researcher’s own photograph  
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Plate 3: Outside view of a customer buying from a Somali-owned spaza shop located in a cargo 
container 
Source: Researcher’s own photograph 
 
 
Plate 4: Inside view of a Somali shopkeeper helping a customer (Permission granted to take 
photo) 
Source: Researchers’ own photograph  
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Appendix 5: Refugee Community Meeting with UNHCR Officials  
 
 
Plate 5: Asylum seekers and refugees in East London attending a community meeting with 
UNHCR officials from the Pretoria Head Office  













Appendix 7: Consent Form  
 
I agree to participate in the research project by Tendai E. Gumbie titled “Male Somali 
Refugee Livelihood Strategies and Masculinities: A Case Study of East 
London.” 
I understand that: 
1. The researcher is a student conducting the research as part of the requirements 
for a doctoral degree at the University of Johannesburg. The researcher may 
be contacted on 079 940 1442 or t_gumbie@yahoo.co.uk. The research 
project has been approved by the Faculty of Humanities Higher Degrees 
Committee, and is under the supervision of Doctor Pragna Rugunanan and 
Doctor Tapiwa Chagonda in the Sociology Department at the University of 
Johannesburg, who may be contacted on 011 559 2879 or 
prugunanan@uj.ac.za and tchagonda@uj.ac.za respectively. 
2. My participation will involve my answering questions in an interview setting 
which will take between 60 to 90 minutes and will be recorded on an audio 
recorder. 
3. I will be asked to answer questions of a personal nature but I can choose not 
to answer any questions about aspects of my life which I am not willing to 
disclose. 
4. I am invited to voice to the researcher any concerns I have about my 
participation in the study, or consequences I may experience as a result of my 
participation, and to have these addressed to my satisfaction. 
5. The report on the project may contain information about my personal 
experiences, attitudes, and behaviours, but that the report will be designed in 
such a way that it will not be possible to be identified by the general reader. 
6. The transcripts will be stored on an encrypted storage device for 10 years for 
legal and ethical purposes. 
7. The results will be used to complete a doctoral degree. Furthermore, the results 
of this particular study will be disseminated at relevant meetings/conferences 
such as the annual South African Sociological Association (SASA) conference. 
The research results could also be published in relevant academic journals.  
 
I hereby agree to participate in this research. I understand that I am participating 
freely and without being forced in any way to do so. I also understand that I can 
stop this interview at any point should I not want to continue and that this 
decision will not in any way affect me negatively. 
…………………….     …………………………   ………………. 
Full Name   Signature of participant   Date: 





Appendix 8: Sub-Optimal Refugee Living Conditions 
 
 
Plate 6: Inside a Somali-owned spaza shop located in a cargo container. At the far end is a bed 
with blankets where two Somali refugee men sleep. Also shown is a Somali shopkeeper filling 
a two-litre container with paraffin for a customer 
Source: Researcher’s own photograph 




Plate 7: A single room that is home to Mohammed, his father and mother, and three of his 
siblings, which include two teenage girls  
Source: Researcher’s own photograph 
 
